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Bolts fell from the heavens like bloody rain 
and pinged against the invisible energy shield 
that hung just a meter above the gunner’s dome. 
Rings of dissipating energy collided with each 
other, and were it not for the virtual goggles, 
Ben would see only the flashing light show. The 
goggles converted the incoming bolts to trans- 
lucent representations that allowed him to sight 
his target through them. With crosshairs super- 
imposed over the fighter’s nose, Ben answered 
the CED pilot with a squall of his own. 

_ Amazingly, the pilot continued to dive. Ben’s 
fiery orbs tore into the Starhawk’s forward shield 
for seven, eight, nine, ten seconds, as the jet 
came within forty meters. 

Ben jerked the cannon up. . . as the jet finally 
roared overhead with smoke trailing from its 
nose. 
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Solar Activity 


Give him a mountain, crowned by swelling 
clouds. Give him a small fishing boat and a 
bamboo pole. Give him a mango for lunch and 
the smile of a beautiful woman. Give him his 
home, Haiti, and Christiani would thank you 
until his black beaded hair had turned gray and his dark skin © 
had grown loose and spotted. 

Do not send Christiani halfway across the galaxy in an over- 
sized, jerry-rigged transport sphere piloted by Manman, the - 
universe’s singular worst pilot. Do not ask him to find a miss- 
ing Pyro-GX fighter whose distress signal came and went as 
frequently as Haiti’s summer rains. And, most of all, do not 
make him feel guilty about not wanting to go on the rescue 
mission, as his boss and friend Dr. Katelyn Harper had. | 

Christiani remained a simple man, with simple needs and 
desires. If only his employer could understand that. 

Now, while he stood at Manman’s shoulder, watching the 
short man take them toward the fiery clutches of a sun perhaps 
twice the diameter of Sol’s, he realized that even if he weren’t 
out here, billions of kilometers from home, he would still have 
something to complain about. At least they couldn’t take that 
away from him. He brushed a stray braid away from his face 
and fixed golden eyes on the viewport. ‘“‘How far now, Man- 
man?’ 

**Don’t bother me, brother.”’ 
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**Shall I beat you for an answer?’’ 

*“C’mon now, man!”’ 

The transport sphere jolted as maneuvering thrusters fired 
and fought against a gravitational force that Manman knew to. 
respect. The pilot tapped a switch, and the viewport’s Plexi 
darkened and diminished the glare. 

A shining speck appeared in the distance, drawing closer to 
the undulating sun. ‘“There,’’ Christiani said, pointing. 
**Ship’s there.”’ 

**T know, man. And she’ll burn up in a minute.’’ Manman 
placed his hand on the thruster control lever and eased it back. 
The transport sprang forward. 

‘Attention, pilot,’’ came the computer’s feminine voice. 
**Terminal point now lies ten-point-three-nine kilometers 
ahead. Do you wish to change course?’’ 

*“No, no, no,’’ Manman cried. 

A voice whispered in Christiani’s ear: Now you will burn 

_for your sins. Yes, this is Hell, man. You know that. And you’re 
riding with the Devil’s chauffeur. 

Cabin temperature soared. Monitors that showed cooling- 
unit status flashed alarms. The air felt thick, sticky, and Chris- 
tiani’s panic trembled north from his knees. ‘‘Get us out, man! 

Get us out!’’ 

**No, brother. We’re almost there.”’ 

Christiani opened his mouth to argue, but a bellow came 
from the hold and reverberated so fiercely that he fell to his 
knees and muttered, ‘“God, don’t let me die. Not in the com- 
pany of this man. Take me home, Lord. You can do it.’’ 

**Shuddup, my brother!’’ 

*‘Terminal point now lies one-point-two-one kilometers 
away.’’ The computer’s voice died after Manman tapped a trio 
of buttons. | 

Forked tongues of fire reached out from the sun, tasted the 
luminous ring of its corona, and passed through the wake of 
the tumbling Pyro-GX. The jet grew more distinct, its scorched 
hull glowing a faint crimson, its thrusters dark and lifeless. 

‘‘We’re not going to make it,’’ Christiani said, lifting his 
voice above the rattle. ‘“This is the way I will die.’’ 

*‘Got no faith, my tall, ugly brother,’’” Manman said. ‘‘We’ll 
ride on spirits’ wings and laugh that old Devil in the face.”’ 

*“You mad.”’ 
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The tractor beam’s control panel flashed, and Manman 
thumbed a switch. The belly dock’s circular hatch trisected, 
and internal cameras showed the three tractor nodules as they 
swiveled downward and ignited a trio of violet beams that 
reached for and struck the Pyro, then began reeling it in. Man- 
man counted to five with his fingers, watched as the Pyro 
entered the belly dock, then whooped. ‘‘We got our raise!’’ 

*‘And how’s our pilot?’’ - 

Manman scanned a monitor. ‘‘St. John’s alive and in sta- 
Sis.”’ 

Another moan came from the hold. Smoke wafted over a 
bank of portside control panels that suddenly sparked and fell 
dark. A horrifying whine rose from the thrusters as Manman 
threw the control yoke right, steering away from the sun. 

But the transport flew sluggishly, burdened by the Pyro- 
GX’s weight, and the sun’s brilliant light suddenly returned to 
the viewport. 

**Not good,’’ Manman said. ‘‘Not good.”’ | 

*“We’re too heavy,’’ Christiani shouted, crawling into a seat 
beside the pilot. ‘‘Jettison that ship.’’ 

Manman shook his head and lapsed into song. ‘“‘We gonna 
fly on by, or we gonna die. We gonna fly on by, or we gonna 
die. That’s right, man. That’s right, brother. We gonna do it. 
We gonna do it. We got faith. We gonna do it.’” He grimaced, 
slapped the thruster lever back, then two-handed the control 
yoke. , 
The sun stretched across the viewport in a great curtain of 
deep orange that surrendered to yellow and then to a diapha- 
nous white as Manman pulled up and away. Christiani heard 
nothing save for the cacophony of vibrating bulkheads and 
straining engines. His body pressed against the seat under the 
weight of three, four, then five Gs. He cried out as smoke 
burned his eyes and a muffled explosion sounded from the 
hold. Sparks fountained from starboardside consoles, but Man- 
man seemed unconcerned. The little man had become a human 
knot triple-tied to the controls. Teeth flashed. Muscles threat- 
ened to rip through skin. Only God could stop him. 

With a fierce jerk, the transport ripped free, and the stars 
whirled as the ship corkscrewed through space. Christiani felt 
pain surging through his arms and realized he had been clutch- 
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ing his seat for dear life. His body shrank, and his next breath 
came in a stagger. 

“What I tell you, man. This is why they send me. You don’ t 
know about flying. Shouldn’t criticize.’’ 

The whirling stars slowed, then steadied, as Manman guided 
them out of the spin. Now, as they moved away from the sun, 
Christiani expected the cabin temperature to drop. 

It did. Rapidly. By nearly forty degrees. 

And by the time he noticed that, the sound of conghive 
thrusters caught his attention. The coughs grew fainter, fainter; 
then the thrusters sputtered out. 

*“What’s wrong?’’ 

Manman unbuckled from his seat and crossed to the star- 
boardside consoles. He shook his head. ‘‘Not good.”’ 

6 ‘What?’ 9 

“‘The fires have died, and the air reserves are gone. Do you 
wanna have lunch, man?’’ 

*“‘Lunch? You crazy.’’ Christiani gritted his teeth. ‘‘I knew 
it. I knew this was going to happen.’’ 

*“Only the good Lord knows the future, brother.’’ 

Christiani slowly shed his harness and stood, then drew 
close to Manman, staring down into the cocky man’s eyes. His 
hands shot toward Manman’s throat, found the soft flesh, and 
squeezed. ‘“You’re not gonna get me killed, Manman. You 
listening?’’ Christiani tightened his grip until the little man’s 
eyes bulged. At that moment, Christiani should have looked 
down. He would have seen the pilot’s rising knee. 

Fire now raged in Christiani’s groin. He fell onto the deck 
and curled into a ball. ‘‘Bastard!’’ 

““We need to send the woman a hypersignal, man. We need 
to do that now. Then we gonna eat and wait.”’ 

‘I’m in charge here.’’ 

Manman looked down on Christiani, his cherubic face 
Sweaty, his expression smug. ‘‘All right, man. You in charge 
of the floor. Now I’m in charge of the mission. We got two 
hours. We don’t get rescued by then, we dead.”’ 
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Well-Dressed Bad Guy 
Seeks World to Dominate 
(Leave Message] 


The universe, as Samuel Dravis saw it, had 
done a poor job of organizing itself. The dis- 
tances between stars were inefficient, to say the 
least. Fuel was scarce, and where it was plen- 
tiful it was hard to reach. And life—and the 
resulting markets—could have filled all that empty real estate. 
Were Dravis charged with reorganizing just the known gal- 
axy, he would show you a model that would leave you chilled 
and speechless. He would show you shipping lanes so efficient 
that minerals would arrive at clients’ warehouses still bearing 
the warmth of mining. He would show you profit margins 
wrenched from his competitors’ dreams. 3 
But the physicality of the known galaxy wouldn’t change 
any time soon. And long ago he had developed plans to con- 
tend with that annoyance. In doing so, he had realized that his 
job as director of Crisis Contingency Management and Public 
Relations for the galaxy’s most powerful and influential min- 
ing corporation held little challenge. He aspired to do much 
more, to have his hand on everyone and everything, applying 
pressure as necessary. : 
Some men were not born to live normal lives. 
And Dravis would not give up until he reached the pinnacle 
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position at the Post Terran Mining Corporation: president and 
CEO. But the climb thus far had been precarious, slickened 
by Collective Earth Defense saboteurs, obstructed by irate Ma- 
terial Defenders, and mined by former PTMC employees bent 
on revenge. All pathetic attempts to be sure, these challenges 
had been met with swift response—as was his wont. Dravis 
already had a plan to destroy the Collective Earth Defense 
with their own technology. He had already disposed of former 
Security Director Ms. Radhika Sargena, whose death repre- 
sented the last of the immediate threats from ex-employees. 
His last assistant, Ms. Megan Bartonovich, was still out there 
and had probably joined the ranks of a corporate rebellion 
whose activities were still under investigation, but Dravis 
would catch up with her sooner or later. And he would do the 
same with Mr. Benjamin St. John, one of his most troublesome 
Material Defenders. That is, if St. John continued sucking air, 
which Dravis was sure he did exclusively through his mouth. 
Dravis had triggered a malfunction in St. John’s warpcore, but 
Dravis knew that ex-Marines die hard. Consequently, he con- 
tinued to hold St. John’s ex-wife, Elizabeth, at Shiva Station. 
She’d actually come to enjoy her little vacation during the past 
three weeks. Too bad she had such poor taste in men. And 
too bad she had yet to recognize Dravis’s potential as a suitor, 
though he might bring her around. 

With a heavy sigh, he turned away from the panoramic 
viewport of his newly renovated office and stared at the vast 
emptiness of his floor-to-ceiling bookcase, a prize re-created 
after his old office had been destroyed in an unfortunate attack 
by CED pilots. The rare editions that had buckled the book- 
case’s shelves were gone, lost forever. He had said they could 
be replaced. He only half-believed that. He had sent out as- 
sistants with long lists. Now they scoured used bookstores 
across five systems, trying in vain to reproduce a collection 
that had taken nearly twenty years to build. But he knew even 
if he could reacquire every lost book, the collection would 
nonetheless feel reproduced—as if the books were second edi- 
tions. 

A beep came from his vidphone. ‘‘Caller?’’ 

**Unidentified. Origination: Novak Corporate Prison, Mars 
Moon Phobos.’’ 

Dravis shifted to his desk, tugged up trousers tailored to his 
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precise measurements, and sat. ‘“Call accepted.’’ 

Large, narrowed eyes stared at Dravis from the vidphone’s 
screen. A silvery steel jaw flexed. Shoulders covered in black 
leather rose. The words sounded hoarse, gravelly. ‘“Your pack- 
age has been delivered. And like I said, you should have de- 
livered it here three weeks ago.”’ 

“*Next time I will take your advice more seriously, Material 
Defender. I thought a simple drone interrogation would suf- 
fice. You may now return to your security patrol. I'll contact 
you again when—’”’ 

The defender quickly hung up. The steel-jawed man who 
preferred to remain anonymous was just the kind of defender 
Dravis needed. Driven by money, devoid of personality, flex- 
ible in morality. Mr. Steel Jaw combined the most useful as- 
pects of drone and human. The real question: Did he have any 
brothers or sisters looking for work? 

Dravis smiled inwardly over his musings and over the 
knowledge that Dr. Karl Swietzer had been safely delivered 
to Novak. Swietzer, founder and former head of the Special 
Research and Acquisitions Division’s Swietzer Laboratories, 
had once been given the task to develop the CED’s Thought 
Activated Release System. But the old man’s conscience had 
ruined him. 

The fact that the PTMC had ‘“‘borrowed’’ TARS technology 
from the military should hardly have mattered. During the past 
two decades, the CED had stolen dozens of PTMC innova- 
tions. Thievery had become nearly unavoidable between the 
company and the military. But old Swietzer, guided by his 
reservations, had come to realize Dravis’s grand plan. With 
TARS working properly, Dravis could create a force of pilots 
whose brains had been implanted with bio-processing chips. 
With the chips, the pilots could communicate with the TARS, 
decrease reaction time by leaps and bounds, and order the 
enemy’s fighters to power down by simply tapping into control 
systems via thought-activated signals. Dravis imagined his pi- 
lots flying Pyro-GXs and simply thinking their opponents’ 
planes to switch off. Military might, with its missiles, mines, 
and bombs, had seemed especially crude. Dravis had always 
relied on the power of his mind; thus, he found the TARS a 
fitting complement to his arsenal— 
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An arsenal meant to bring down the Collective Earth De- 
fense in one concentrated strike. — 

But his plans did not stop there. In just the past week, his 
research team had discovered another use for the TARS, one 
so startling that Dravis had immediately put them to work on 
its implementation. Mining drones infected with that pesky 
transmode virus could be controlled through TARS technology 
and a new strain of the virus. Not only had Dravis discovered 
a way to beat the infected drones, but soon they would be at 
his disposal and impervious to CED intervention. His human 
and drone force would liberate the galaxy of the United 
_ Nations’ farcical democracy. True, a democratic environment 
had led to PTMC’s rise in power, but the universe was ripe 
for a corporate-run government. Efficiency made for happier 
lives. 

_As wonderful and ambitious as it all sounded, Dravis still 
fretted over a lingering breach in his plan. During Dr. 
Swietzer’s three-week-long interrogation, Dravis had learned 
that Swietzer possessed evidence proving that Dravis had com- 
mitted acts of sabotage, blackmail, and murder during his ten- 
ure as director of Crisis Contingency Management and Public 
Relations. Swietzer had, of course, refused to give up the lo- 
cation of that evidence. Now Dravis had turned over the job 
of interrogating Swietzer to an expert at the Novak facility. 
Time would tell—as would Swietzer. 

The door slowly opened, and Ms. Wendy Green walked 
tentatively inside, her heels producing a wonderful rhythm 
across the black marble tile, her ample figure swaying like a 
silk sheet in the wind. ‘“Good morning.”’ 

““My dear Ms. Green. With that smile and that dress, how 
could it be anything but a wonderful morning.’’ 

**A month ago I would have frowned at such a remark. But 
I’m not sure what’s come over me. I quite enjoy your com- 
_ pliments now. And I must say, that suit fits you very well. 
Gray is your color.’’ She took seat before his desk and crossed 
her legs. No stockings today. 

_ “And I believe we’ve spent a little too much time together. 
You’re beginning to sound like me.’’ 

**T don’t mind,’’ she said with a welcoming grin. “‘I’ve 
spent the last two days hiring more Material Defenders. The 
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language they use is but one step above grunting. I don’t want 
any of that to rub off.’’ 

“*Barbarians one and all. Necessary evils. I do appreciate 
the work you’ ve done in that area.’’ He fixed his gaze on hers. 
“*And tell me, are your new eyes still faring well?’’ 

“‘Oh, they’re fine. I hardly notice a difference.”’ 

**Splendid.’’ 

**All my life I’ve had problems with my vision. You’ve 
changed all that for me. Thank you.”’ 

“Oh, it’s my profound pleasure, Ms. Green. Now then. We 
have a busy schedule today. Status report on our new arma- 


- ment?’’ 


*“*Primary cannons have already been installed. All other 
batteries are still being retrofitted with pulse and plasma weap- 
onry from Charon. By the time you’re finished, you’ll have 

turned this station into a headquarters and fortress.”’ 

‘‘My intention, Ms. Green. Shiva Station will be well- 
prepared for any attack, be it from infected mining mechs or 
the Collective Earth Defense. Never again will this station be 
vulnerable. Now. what of my drones?’’ 

*“Dr. Jones has just submitted a revised schedule. He’ll have 
all drones on-line in approximately forty-eight hours.””__ 

‘‘The man needs two days? With all the help I’ve given 
him?’’ 

‘I asked him to supply documentation that justifies his 
schedule. I’ve read those documents. The manufacturing pro- 
cess is not the problem. He’s having difficulties uploading 
data. The new strain of transmode virus has created the delay. 
But he assures us that his work will be complete in two days. 
In fact, if you turn around, you can see that he’s out there 
now, running tests.”’ 

Indeed, a group of mechs—hybrid S.P.LK.E. prototypes— 
floated over Shiva’s south wing, their camouflage armor twin- 
kling in the light from station beacons. Quad Helix cannons 
hung from sinuous alloy limbs. Pointed sensor eyes glowed 
ominously above a metallic grillwork that could be mistaken 
for a mouth. Four people in environment suits and jet packs 
floated in front of the group like drill sergeants, inspecting the 
ranks. 

**T do hope he’s not lying to us,’’ Dravis said. ‘‘And I wish 
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we had someone with more expertise, someone like Dr. Bon- 
nie Warren. Any word from her yet?’’ 

*‘Not since SRAD came under attack.’’ 

“Our dear friend Dr. Swietzer claims to have no idea of her 
whereabouts. Any word from Operative Five-Seven on 
Mars?’’ 

““None yet.”’ 

‘It’s been several weeks. These delays will no longer be 
tolerated.”’ 

‘“‘’m sorry, sir, but we can’t risk contact. We’ll have to 
wait.”’ 

*“Oh, I know. And I suspect we’ll learn that Dr. Warren is 
at Red Acropolis, if she’s not dead. We’Il also learn that Ms. 
Megan Bartonovich is there—and most certainly that turncoat 
Dr. Katelyn Harper, one of my greatest disappointments.”’ 

‘I’m not sure if it’s my place to ask, but why do so many 
people wish to ruin this company?’’ 

Dravis spared a brief, ironic smile. ‘“They simply do not 
share our vision.”’ 

“*‘Neither does the UN. And they plan on using the CED to 
bring us down. You can’t hide this big game from me, sir. 
But I assure you, I do share your vision. It’s strange. Once, I 
would’ ve been frightened over such a thought. Now it only 
excites me.’ 

**As it should. Those like Dr. Swietzer who don’t share our 
vision are summarily fired under the guise of incompetence. 
President Suzuki has given his blessing on such matters.’’ 

**You want his job, sir, don’t you?’’ 

““Of course, Ms. Green. I wouldn’t be in this office had I 
not wanted my predecessor’s job. But [ll wait until the time 
is right. And I’d like you to ascend to the throne with me.”’ 
He stood, crossed to her, and gently stroked her cheek. 
*““Would you do that?’’ 

Her new eyes glossed with tears of joy, and the word barely 
escaped her lips: ‘‘Yes.’’ 
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Quick Defrost 


| Benjamin St. John swam fiercely through black 
~ water. He made little progress. Storm clouds 
loomed on the gray horizon, and lightning rip- 
pled through their bellies. Thunder stole his 
breath once, twice, a third time. C’mon, he 
dina Got to get there. Got to get there. 

Where? 

Home. 

Got to get home. 

The water turned icy. His arms and legs felt like bloated 
bags. He could no longer hold himself up. I’m drowning. 
Ohmygod, I’m drowning. Help. Someone help me. 

*““Mr. St. John?’’ 

He felt something firm beneath him. He lay still but feeling 
as though he were covered in a layer of frost. He opened his 
eyes to slits, and a man’s face came into focus. Middle-aged, 
with short hair and a tanned complexion, the guy raised his 
brows. ‘‘Hi, there.’’ He had the kind of face advertisers loved, 
the kind of face Ben itched to bruise. 

*‘Who the hell are you?’’ He hardly recognized his own 
voice, burred by a horrible pain in his throat. 

“‘’m Dr. Pandathi, the guy who pretty much saved your 
life. 79 

‘*I1’d thank you, but let me see the bill first.’’ 

“*That’s been taken care of.”’ 
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*“Great. Now I owe my life to somebody else besides 
Dravis. Hey, you wouldn’t by any chance know where the hell 
we are?’’ Ben surveyed the cramped-looking sick bay, your 
typical multi-bed antiseptic affair with requisite environment 
screen now switched off. Nothing he saw told him whether he 
had been brought to a ship, a planet, a space station, or some- 
thing else. | 

**This is Red Acropolis; it’s a—’’ 

**__research facility on Mars,’’ Ben finished. He smiled 
over the irony. Twice in his life he had been rendered uncon- 
scious and had awakened back home, on Mars. It seemed he 
had a friend in fate. ‘‘So what’s my story? I sure as hell don’t 
know.”’ 

*“You should talk to Dr. Harper.’’ 

*“Wh 0?’ b 

**‘Dr. Katelyn Harper. She’s the director of this facility.”’ 

"Know what? Don’t waste your time. Fact is, I’m here. But 
I need to get back to Shiva Station. Better yet, get Shiva on 
the vidphone. I need to talk to Dravis.”’ 

Pandathi turned to a vidphone terminal and tapped in a num- 
_ ber. ‘‘Sorry to interrupt, Katelyn, but he’s come to, and he’s 
insisting on talking to the PTMC. I didn’t want to say any- 
thing. You’d better come down here.”’ 

‘*Thanks, Doc. Ill be right there.”’ 

Ben couldn’t see the vidphone screen, but, judging from the 
- woman’s gruff voice, he expected more than a mild confron- 
tation. That didn’t bother him; the doctor’s tone had inspired 
his chills. Pretty-boy doc had spoken as though some great 
revelation were forthcoming and best delivered by the facil- 
ity’s director. Wait a minute. How long have I been out? Wait. 
It can’t be that bad. Red Acropolis is still here. But that 
doesn’t matter. I could’ve been out for a century. ... 

“*Hey, pal. Could you just tell me what year this is?’’ 

Pandathi’s expression sobered. 

**That bad, huh?’’ 

The doctor suddenly laughed. ‘‘Don’t panic. You’ve only 
been in stasis for three weeks. You’re going to be okay.”’ 

**Three weeks? Only three?’’ 

That means Dravis is around—and so is my money. Better 
yet, that means Megan might still be here on Mars, some- 
where. And I still have a chance to get Elizabeth back from 
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Shiva. I have to leave. I have a lot of work to do. 

A door near the corner of the room opened, and a middle- 
aged woman walked in. Ben found her much more pleasing 
to the eye than her voice had suggested. She had the dark 
good looks of a Latin or Italian woman, with a figure she 
obviously cared about. She greeted him with gleaming eyes. 
*‘l’m Katelyn Harper, director of the Red Acropolis research 
team. We were wondering when you’d come around. How do 
you feel?’’ 

Ben cleared his throat and winced. ‘‘Like shit. Nothing 
new.’ 

“‘We brought you here for treatment. Don’t worry, you’re 
fine. Just a little too much radiation. I’m afraid your ship was 
destroyed.”’ 

**Figures. That ship was the only thing about PTMC I 
liked.’’ Ben squinted into his mind’s eye. “‘Last thing I 
remember was requesting jump clearance. My warpcore mal- 
functioned, emergency stasis procedures kicked in, and then... 
I don’t know. So where did you find me? How did I get here?’’ 

**We overheard your last transmissions to Valhalla Tower 
and tracked you to an outlying sector in the Baloris Prime 
system. That sun would’ve toasted you if it weren’t for Chris- 
tiani and Manman. They’re a couple of good friends who 
nearly died saving your butt. I know you’ll want to thank 
them.”’ 

‘**So why were you monitoring PTMC transmissions? And 
why bother saving me?’’ 

‘*‘We’ve been monitoring PTMC for several months now, 
even before they had problems with infected mining drones. 
Though Red Acropolis once fell under PTMC’s auspices, the 
UN just granted us the right to work independently. We cut 
off all ties with the company— including funding. Since then, 
many of my former PTMC staff have wanted to leave the 
company to work for us. Anyone who actually gave notice 
vanished. When I queried the company, reps said they had no 
records on any of my former staff. Dravis wiped the slate 
clean.”’ 

‘*So. you’ve had dealings with the old man?’’ 

‘*Enough to make me sick. We tried notifying the Collective 
Earth Defense, but they didn’t want to hear about it. They’re 
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still recovering from that BPC conspiracy that General Zim 
exposed. Bottom line? No one wants to mess with the 
PTMC.”’ , 

**You’re wrong. Soon as I get out of here, I’m going to 
Shiva Station to kick Dravis’s scrawny ass, get my money, 
and order that asshole to release my ex-wife. Did I mention 
that he’s holding her so I'll keep working for the company?”’’ 

**Megan told us about that.”’ 

Ben jolted. ‘“Megan? She’s here?’’ 

*“On her way up. She can’t wait to see you.”’ 

“I got a message when I was at Valhalla saying she was 
all right. Was that from you people?’’ 

Harper nodded. ‘‘We saved you for a lot of reasons, Ben. 
But most importantly, we saved you for her.’’ 

‘*Tell me about these other reasons. I’m guessing you want 
my help.’’ 

**According to our intelligence, Dravis has been testing the 
virus, modifying it, and using TARS technology as a way to 
control it. You helped put down the mech invasion by destroy- 
ing their command ship. But the next invasion will be directed 
by Dravis himself. You know better than anyone how volatile 
that virus is. We need stop it. We need to stop Dravis.”’ 

**This all sounds wonderful. A ruthless corporate bureaucrat 
on one side and amateur do-gooders on the other. You think 
you got a chance against him? I can go in there and kick his 
ass, but I know Ill never have the opportunity to actually kill 
him. He’s too well protected.’’ 

*“Dr. Warren ‘says—’’ 

**Dr. Bonnie Warren?’’ 

**Ves,”’ 

*‘Damn. You really do got a reunion going on here. I know 
Megan wants to see me, but I’m you, I don’t tell Bonnie that 
I’m here. We have a kind of anti-relationship.’’ 

**She knows you’re here. And she wants to see you, too.”’ 

““Better get me an armed guard when she arrives.”’ 

smirked. ‘‘Right. Anyway, Dr. Warren worked 
closely with Dr. Karl Swietzer, director of Swietzer Labora- 
tories at SRAD. Over a period of several months, Swietzer 
collected evidence against Dravis, evidence he stored in a lo- 
cation known only to him. He told Bonnie he had created a 
perfect insurance policy against Dravis’s double-crossing.”’ 
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*‘But Dravis got to him, right? And you want me to find 
him so you can get your hands on that evidence. I don’t sup- 

he’s staying at the Hilton across the street?’’ 

*“We don’t know his location yet. But we’ ve just been con- 
tacted by an insider at PTMC who’s working to find that in- 
formation.”’ 

**So that’s why you need me. Now tell me why I need 
this?’’ 

She cocked a brow. *‘We could’ ve let you burn up out there. 
You Owe us.”’ 

‘“Yeah, but there’s no way I can do anything without a 
ship.”’ 

““We’ll get you a new ship.”’ 

**But—’’ 

‘“With some weapons we acquired. We’ll even repair your 
old guide bot.’’ 

**To be honest with you, I don’t have time for this. ’'m 
going to hop on a shuttle for Shiva, march into Dravis’s office, 
kick his ass, get my money, and fly out of there with my ex- 
wife. In exactly that order.’’ 

Megan suddenly appeared near the bed. Ben had been so 
flustered that he hadn’t seen her enter. She started crying and 
threw herself on him. He hugged her tightly, growing dizzy 
in the sweet and familiar scent of her perfume. He never 
wanted to let go. Finally, she pulled away and wiped her eyes. 
“I can’t believe it. I’ve sat here for hours. And when you 
finally wake up, I’m not here.”’ 

**T won’t hold it against you.”’ 

‘*T heard what you said, Ben. And you can’t do that. You 
can’t go back to Dravis. Not now. Maybe not ever.’’ 

“*She’s right,’ Harper affirmed. ‘“When we tracked your 
signal, we also found a preprogrammed overload sequence de- 
liberately transmitted to disable your warpcore. I’d think twice 
before I showed up in Dravis’s office to ask for a paycheck 
and the release of my ex-wife. Besides, now that he thinks 
you’re dead, you have time to come up with a better plan than 
storming into his office.”’ 

‘*T can’t leave Beth like that. I can’t do it.’’ 

‘“You don’t even know if she’s still there,’’ Megan argued. 
‘‘Let’s find out first. We all want the same thing. But we have 
to be intelligent about it.”’ 
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‘“*Are you with these people, Megan?”’’ 

“‘l’m tired of living in fear. I want to help them because 
they’re going to help me. They really are.”’ 

Ben shook his head. ‘‘We don’t need to get involved. Let’s 
just pack up and head out. One pit stop at Shiva to get Eliz- 
abeth, then we’ll be on our own for good. I’m tired of risking 
my ass. I’m really tired. We have enough saved. C’mon, Me- 
gan. What do you say?”’ 

*“Well, there you are,’’ came a familiar voice from the door- 
way. Wearing her white lab coat and smirk, Dr. Bonnie War- 
ren came fluttering into the room with Harold Ames on her 
heels. 

Unsure whether to smile or cower, Ben opted for a neutral 
nod. But he couldn’t help lifting a slight smirk in Harold’s 
direction. The bespectacled geek returned his own magnified 


*‘Oh,”’ Bonnie said, reading Megan’s expression. ‘‘I didn’t 
mean to interrupt.”’ 

Megan backed away from the bed. ‘“That’s fine. Ben? We’ll 
talk later.’’ She spun and left. 

**Poor girl,’’ Bonnie said, watching Megan go. “I tried to 
talk her out of loving you, but she’s determined . . . or stupid. 
The jury’s still out.”’ 

*‘She doesn’t need any help,’’ Ben said evenly. 

Bonnie flashed her eyes. ‘Especially not from me, huh? If 
she only knew you the way I do.’’ 

**And what way is that?’’ 

*‘Figure it out. Anyway, it’s almost nice to see you again. 
Get well soon. And, uh, have a nice life. C’mon, Harold.”’ 

*“‘Hey, we might be working together again.”’ 

*“No, we won’t. You won’t help us. You’ll go off half- 
cocked to blow up more stuff.’’ She passed through the door- 
way, out of sight. The geek tossed him a scowl, then followed. 

**You’ve only been here a few days, but there’s been a lot 
_ Of talk about you,’’ Harper said. ‘‘I only believed half of what 

I heard. Now I believe it all.’’ 
*‘T ll take that as a compliment.”’ 
She rolled her eyes. ‘‘Of course you would.”’ 


A 


Black Leather and Lasers 


k Michael Gramanzini had taken his PTMC geo 
~ survey team nearly twelve Astronomical Units 
past Tycho Brahe, a star system on the fringes 
of the known galaxy. His team had, to their 
intense relief and celebration, finally reached 
the unexplored system of Vystok, originally charted by the 
famous Ukrainian astronomer whose name it bore. Vystok’s 
sun, while slightly larger and more dense than Sol, had been 
classified as a G2 spectral and burned with a strikingly similar 
hue. The system’s four planets each had sharply different or- 
bital eccentricities and habitability indexes that ranged from 
two to five, cataloguing them as only moderately suitable for 
colonization. The world farthest from the sun, lying 5.34 AUs 
away, interested Gramanzini the most. With an atmosphere 
comprised mainly of carbon dioxide, polar caps not unlike the 
* ones found on Mars, and a surface gravity .912 of Earth’s, the 
planet proved the most accessible in the system and, most 
importantly, contained more ore deposits than any world Gra- 
manzini had ever surveyed. At thirty-five, he had worked ten 
long years building a career with the company. This discovery 
would catapult him to the top of geological surveying. As his 
comrades had said, he was holo and magazine cover material 


now. 
They had been on the planet (#2347-5H) for seven standard 
days now, and their survey would take perhaps another month 
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to complete. They had constructed their base camp on a vol- 
canic plain surrounded by towering mountains. Boulders, 
ejecta, and scree lay scattered across the plain for kilometers 
in every direction. As Gramanzini finished his morning stretch, 
he looked out and felt awed by the landscape—he of the rare 
breed of lunatic who got excited over rocks. Wearing a silly 
grin, he headed back to one of three Quonset huts to confer 
with Jack Wheatson, the team’s communications specialist. 
Jack had sent several hypersignals back to Shiva Station, re- 
porting their find, but they had yet to receive a reply. 

He found Jack seated at the portable terminal. The man’s 
expression told the disappointing story. “‘It’s like someone is 
blocking our signaling.”’ 

**‘Doubt it,’’ Gramanzini said. ‘‘Probably a glitch. Interfer- 
ence from the sun. Who knows. Keep trying.”’ 

‘‘Hey, hey, hey,’’ Paul Sikes said, hurrying into the hut, his 
young face dabbled with sweat, his helmet’s faceplate fogged 
up. He swallowed several times and chased after his breath. 
‘*T know I’m just here as part of my internship, sir, and that 
I shouldn’t be butting into your business. But could those 
things outside have anything to do with our comm problems?’’ 

_**What things?’’ 

Sikes rushed back to the door. ‘“C’mon.”’ 

Outside, the young grad student pointed to the daste brown 
sky above a jagged line of mountain peaks. Six or seven black 
specks zipped through the air so quickly that Gramanzini felt 
his mouth open. ‘“Whoa.”’ 

““Yeah, whoa,’’ Sikes said. ‘‘If they’re ships, they’re faster 
than anything I’ve ever seen.”’ 

Gramanzini turned his puzzled stare on Jack. ‘“What do you 
think? Natural phenomenon?’’ 

**Those, gentlemen, in my very expensive and highly edu- 
cated opinion, are flying objects of the unidentifiable kind.’’ 

““You hear something?’’ Sikes asked. He turned a dial on 
his environment suit’s helmet, increasing volume. — 

Now Gramanzini heard it, too, like the low and distant rum- 
ble of atmospheric jet engines booming across the sky. But 
the sound emanated from the surface, grew louder, closer, 
and— 

The quake hit, tossing them like rag dolls. 

Gramanzini rolled onto his hands and knees and looked 
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back, even as a wide fissure opened and swallowed one of the 
Quonset huts. 

Jack shouted something, but Gramanzini had trouble com- 
prehending. 

Sikes, somewhere behind him, let out a long cry cut off by 
a fit of hyperventilating. 

Then a strange whine lifted over the rumbling ground, and 
Gramanzini whipped his head back to spot a dark object 
swooping down at him, a right circular cone, a piece of shad- 
owy geometry that had detached itself from the other specks 
buzzing over the mountains. He stared at the ship with a grim 
fascination before the ground gave way— 

And he found himself free-falling toward a widening gulf 
of darkness. 


*“We’ve lost contact with geo survey team number three- 
~ twenty-one,’’ Ms. Green said. ‘“You asked me to keep close 
tabs on them since they were moving out past Tycho Brahe. 
I’ve personally sent over a half dozen hypersignals for the past 
week. They have not replied.’’ 

*‘Understood, Ms. Green. I'll take it from here. Thank 
you.’’ Dravis switched off the vidphone. Not good news. He 
had suspected that mechs who had escaped during the invasion 
might be regrouping out past the Rim. Whether they were 
being controlled by an alien entity or entities remained to be 
proven. In any event, all drones would eventually serve 
Dravis. Still, he needed intelligence on their movements. He 
dialed a number, and his steel-jawed right hand appeared on 
the screen. ‘“Yeah?’’ 

‘*Hello, Material Defender. I’m sending you on a fact- 
finding mission. I’ve already dispatched several investigators 
to the Tycho Brahe system to have a look at the wreckage 
from that mech command ship we destroyed. They’ve had 
little to report. I’d like you to have a look for yourself. Then 
Id like you to survey another locale. Uploading coordinates 
now.’ 

The big man did his best interpretation of a frown, despite 
his silver mandible. ‘‘Receiving. Didn’t know you were trying. 
to get rid of me already.”’ 

*‘Oh, not at all. That system is admittedly far out, but I 
need you there for good reason. We’ve lost contact with one 
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of our geo survey teams. You may encounter drones, perhaps 
even some of their craft.”’ 

‘*Hey, memory check: You’ve already sent me to four sys- 
tems looking for one of those ships. I know more about dark 
matter than I’ve ever wanted to know. Ill go out there. But 
don’t hold your breath.’’ 

**You know what I want. Return with it. And Material De- 
fender?’’ 7 

**VYeah?’ > 

‘*Professional decorum dictates that at the end of a conver- 
sation one should offer some expression of farewell.’’ 

The man hung up. 

“Oh, the pity of poor genes.’’ Dravis tapped in another 
number and waited. After a burst of static, images from the 
tiny, camera-equipped surveillance drone in President Suzuki’s 
Seoul office flashed on the screen. Dravis’s people had placed 
the drone in the old man’s office, and it had the useful talent 
of evading detection via a new generation of cloaking device 
and an extremely low electromagnetic signature. Dravis ad- 
justed the image so that he could peer over Suzuki’s shoulder 
- as the man sat typing at a terminal. He zoomed in on the 
president’s fingers and memorized the series of numbers he 
tapped out. On the screen only a row of asterisks appeared. 

**So that’s the code. Thank you very much, Mr. Suzuki. 
Very much, indeed.’’ 


Over the years, he had gone by so many names that he 
didn’t know what to call himself anymore. Maybe he’d just 
call himself Material Defender 1033. The title made his pro- 
fession sound dignified. Almost. 

As he took his Pyro-GX out of a standard patrol orbit of 
Shiva Station and brought his warpcore on-line, Material De- 
fender 1033 considered a brief visit to Lord Spam’s before 
heading outward. During his last R&R, he had befriended two 
dancers who had purred and promised him more than the usual 
entertainment, which included ‘‘experimenting’’ with his steel 
jaw. But his cash had run low, so he had ducked out. Now 
his account brimmed, and the money burned the usual holes 
in his pockets. If Dravis caught him wasting time, he could 
_ wind up breaking the best mercenary contract he had ever 
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signed. Perhaps on the way back he’d stop off for a nice, long 
unwinding. 

Jump clearance came in from Valhalla Tower, and a comm 
officer uploaded data to his nav computer. He tapped the warp- 
core’s touchpad, yawned, and initiated the jump presequence. 
The computer’s voice confirmed the data; then a holo of the 
Tycho Brahe system spilled across the Heads-Up Display. A 
dim star burned in the center, orbited by six worlds. The image 
zoomed in on Atropos, fifth planet from the sun. He took one 
look at the cold rock and shook his head. 

The warpcore hummed, the energy bubble encased the Pyro, 
and the defender threw his head back and went to sleep. 


‘*Target system: Tycho Brahe,’’ the computer said, twenty 
standard minutes later. 

Opening one eye, the defender glared at the HUD and the 
mottled planet in the distance. The dream had found him 
again, and it wasn’t time to wake up yet. He engaged the 
autopilot and selected a low orbit of Atropos. Then he returned 
to a past world, a better world he had ruined . 


**You’re drunk again,’ > Kirsten told him with a gaze that 
could blister iron white. 

But her look didn’t bother him. He bathed in the liquid of 
her form and that incandescent quality of her eyes that no 
emotion could weaken. 

‘*T wanted this to be a really great vacation,’’ she continued. 
‘*T wanted to fly up to the Euphoria and have a great cruise. 
What? You couldn’t wait to have a drink?’’ 

“‘l’ve been pushin’ too hard. A few to loosen up. Don’t 
sweat it. I’m okay.”’ 

‘‘Drunk in denial. You’ve become a statistic. A cliché. 
You’re not making a strong argument here. This isn’t 
marriage-material behavior.’’ 

He rubbed the stubble on his jaw and gripped the control 
yoke as though it were her neck. Then he shuddered away the 
thought and tried to relax. She was right. He was drunk. And 
he had to concentrate on his flying. 

The Euphoria, billed as the galaxy’s largest and most lux- 
urious cruise liner, glided majestically in Earth orbit as dozens 
of shuttles and transports flocked to her with passengers. He 
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joined the other ships and came in fast for his final approach, 
lining up with ship’s aft runway. 

‘‘Watch it,’’ Kirsten said. ‘“Watch your speed. Adjust for 
the fantail.’’ 

**Who’s flying?’’ | 

**Shuttle six-three-one-five, we have you locked for final 
approach, roger,’’ the Euphoria’s flight boss said, his starched 
and pristine image flashing on the left display. “‘AZX proce- 
dures down. I'll give you manual count for retro firing.” 

**Roger,’’ he said. ‘Firing retros on your mark.”’ 

‘*Say again, six-three.’’ 

“I said firing retros on your mark.”’ 

**You all right, pilot?’’ 

‘“*l’m fine, goddamn it. Just give the count.’’ 

**Fire retros in five, four, three, two—’’ 

Even as his foot came down on the pedal, he realized he 
had fired the thrusters instead of the retros. 

The shuttle thundered toward the runway. 

Kirsten threw up her hands. ‘‘Ohmygod!”’ 

He jerked the stick back, but the deck came up mercilessly, 
inevitably. The ship’s polymeric nose cone folded in, and the 
rest of the fuselage crunched over the canopy, casting them in 
a cold and frightening darkness. 

His oxygen hose hissed. Something smashed into his face. 
He reached out for Kirsten, tried to call her name, couldn’t 
a his face, couldn’t feel anything but a tingling sensation 
an 


*“But we can grow flesh around the mandible,’’ the doctor 
insisted. ‘‘I don’t understand your request for it to remain ex- 
posed.”’ 

‘We all hive our crosses to bear, doc.”’ 

*‘But you don’t have to bear this one. We can make that 
jaw look perfectly natural.’’ 

*‘Oh, I’m sure you could. But I need this jaw the way it 
“*For God’s sake, why?’’ 
**You’d never understand.”’ 


is. 


As though splashed with ice water, the Material Defender - 
bolted awake. ‘“You idiot.”’ 
‘‘Command not recognized,’’ the computer said. 
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**Shut up!’’ 

**“Voice mode disengaged.”’ 

He panted, gazed dizzily at the instrument panels, then 
turned to Kirsten— 

And instead saw the ghostly image of her mother wearing 
a red-rimmed look of utter hatred. ‘“You killed my daughter, 
you bastard.”’ 

*‘’'m going nuts over here,’’ he chanted. ‘‘I’m losing my 
damned mind.’’ 

You'll never have another woman. 

Punish yourself. Punish! 

He sat there for . . . he didn’t know how long, the Pyro like 
a sarcophagus. The distant sun swept over the canopy as he 
continued his orbit. Night had gone now. But it always re- 
turned. 

**Autopilot disengaged,’’ the computer said as he threw a 
toggle. | 7 

And for the next two hours, he absently surveyed a widely 
scattered cloud of debris that stretched several thousand kilo- 
meters across the region. He did a slipshod job, to be sure, 
but what the hell did Dravis expect? He couldn’t understand 
why the old man had sent him out to recon rubble. 

So he jumped the hell out and on to the Vystok system. 

Once there, things got weird. 

As he neared the system’s farthest planet, he noticed several 
massive dust clouds swelling over the northern hemisphere. 
Judging from their color and density, he assumed that either 
nuclear weapons had been detonated or that the company had 
begun a massive mining operation. 

‘‘Computer, initiate long-range scan to determine source of 
planetary disturbance.’ 

‘*Scan initiating. Warning: Severe mass displacement oc- 
curring within standard ten-kilometer operational perimeter 
and spreading. Loss of interstellar mass in progress. Planetary 
shift in progress.”’ 

‘*Abort long-range scan. Full sweep of operational zone for 
contacts.”’ The Material Defender’s gaze swept from port to 
starboard to the zenith. The intelligence he had studied said 
that when mech ships approached, interstellar mass depleted. 
Had to be one or more in the Area of Operations. He squinted 
at the stars, strained to see something, anything .. . 
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A pocket of space glimmered. The stars vanished and reap- 
peared as though someone had waved a black cape. 

*‘There you are, you mother. Computer. Lock on to con- 
tact.”’ 

““No contact detected.’’ 

**Right.’’ 

The ship materialized from the darkness and seemed to in- 
hale space so that it eventually formed a right circular cone 
about four or five times the Pyro’s length. Like some geometry 
student’s nightmare, the thing turned its sharp nose on the 
defender, preparing for a joust. 

In the span between. heartbeats, he thumbed the secondary 
weapons trigger twice, launching a pair of Mercury missiles. 
He booted thrusters and plowed through twin exhaust trails to 
center his reticle on the cone. He didn’t wait for the missiles 
to strike before unleashing a wicked display of Omega cannon 
fire that sketched jagged patterns over the cone’s monochro- 
matic hull. Tearing away with improbable acceleration, the 
- cone avoided not only the defender’s bead but also the mis- 
siles, which impaled its wake and streaked on, into nothing- 
ness. 

*‘Difference between you and me is, you care about staying 
alive,’’ he said through a grimace. ‘“That’s why I'll win.”’ 

With that, the Material Defender ignited his afterburners and 
pursued the ship. He aligned with its round tail and sewed up 
the gap. But the cone’s pilot grew suddenly aware of the de- 
fender’s pursuit and broke into a tortuous course of turns, 
loops, and dives that had the defender pulling nearly four Gs. 
A throaty cry escaped his throat as he fired another salvo of 
Omega fire, then switched to the Plasma cannon. 

Slaloming to avoid the emerald globules of fire, the cone 
took several direct hits to its port bow but forged on, seem- 
ingly undamaged. 

The Material Defender checked his Forward Looking Infra- 
red Radar report, but the FLIR had picked up jack, no object 
detected, laser range finding not possible. He’d have to eyeball 
it. As he brought down his boot, increasing thrust, he activated 
the tractor beam system. The console glowed in the familiar 
standby mode. 

Light suddenly twinkled around the streaking cone, as 
though it were shedding pieces. 
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Not pieces—mechs! E-bandits. Three. 

He razored by the small, bewinged drones, but they fell 
quickly into pursuit, awash in their own golden glow and 
thirsty for his ship’s power. He’d give them something to feast 
on, something akin to his ex-mother-in-law’s cooking. A trio 
of Smart bombs blew from their aft station and floated toward 
the bandits. As the fireworks erupted behind him, he focused 
on the cone, kept his bead of Plasma locked on it, dove when 
it did, climbed just the same, turned, corkscrewed, and bar- 
reled toward it with a resolve no mech pilot could match. 

He didn’t know how or why, but as the ship leveled off and 
his line of fire fell wide, he sensed that the cone would 
its drive and leave him in the deadly disruption of its wash. 
He banged a switch. 

‘“Tractor beam activated,’’ the computer said. 

The stick shot out of his hand as the Pyro whipped side- 
ways, pulled like a water-skier behind the cone. The beam kept 
him attached to the mech ship and slowly reeled him toward 
it, but the cone held its vector. 

In fact, space blurred. The defender felt his stomach drop, 
and abruptly they were 2.2 AUs closer to the sun, having 
bridged the distance in the better part of second. With only 
fifty meters standing between his Pyro and the cone, the de- 
fender reconsidered launching the Earthshaker missile in his 
underwing station. He dialed up the Omega cannon and un- 
loosed its white-hot bolts while delivering four Concussion 
missiles that impacted the cone’s aft quarter with the destruc- 
tive potential of a pissed-off old lady armed with a bag of 
marshmallows. He increased the tractor beam’s force, came 
within twenty meters, and decided, screw this, the party’s over. 
He kept a finger poised over the secondary weapons trigger 
and abruptly weakened the tractor beam power. The cone shot 
away— 

As did a Mega missile from his underwing station. A second 
later, the bomb detonated in a dazzling sphere. Even as he 
recoiled from the glare, the blast wave hit, wrenching the Pyro 
free and kicking it into a flat spin. Thrown to starboard, to 
port, and back to starboard, the defender slapped both hands 
on the stick and pedaled maneuvering thrusters to recover. 
After a half dozen revolutions, the fighter finally straightened. 
He quickly powered down amid the wail of alarms. Damage 
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reports showed that several missiles had been ripped from their 
Stations, that shield level had dropped to 20 percent. He sat 
there gathering his senses, letting the Pyro float aimlessly. 
Then he turned back on his original heading and strained to 
see the cone. 

Nothing. 

He moved in closer, his shields scintillating under the bom- 
bardment of missile fragments. 

Then he spotted the mech ship floating dead in space, nearly 
half of its aft section imploded. An odd, violet-colored gas 
vented from wide cracks. Two Bper bots shaped like hooded 
spiders hovered below the gas, surveying the damage to their 
ride. One lifted its swing arms and tugged at a serrated piece 
of hull that dangled by a tether. The Material Defender let 
them borrow a few seconds of his time before he played catch 
with a couple of Guided missiles. The explosions punched the 
bots into glistening memories and propelled the cone forward. 
He stayed with it, weapons at the ready, then activated the 
tractor beam. 

**Well, the old man’s got a new toy,’’ he said, then waited 
another five minutes or so, just holding the cone, wary of more 
curious passengers who might venture outside. None did. 
Yawning loudly, he fired up the warpcore and sent off a hy- 
persignal to Valhalla for jump coordinates home. He would 
have to drop off his package before making a run by Lord 
Spam’s. Then again, he had lost that desire. Maybe he would 
check the flowers on Kirsten’s grave. It had already been a 
week. 


> 


Funhouse 


‘“Y ou eat space or space eats you. Don’t bother 
to breathe it in with monkeys or try to find 
some absurdity with the universe that resides in 
a soiled bedsheet or on a paper napkin sitting 
on a countertop in a restaurant fifteen mega- 
parsecs away. Don’t bother to eat the space or the space will 
eat you. Get out of my space, you bastard! Your bars are like 
the veins of an evil dog made famous by the IPC or thrust at 
people on tiny tin silos. The bars are your arms, your legs, 
your monkey legs, you with your big brain and your bullshit 
and your inability to make babies. What do you know about 
me? Do you know about my space? Have you eaten my space? 
Have you licked the sweat of my space?’’ 

Dr. Karl Swietzer did not answer the man in the next cell. 
In fact, he not spoken a word to him for the past twenty-four 
hours, having had only four hours of peace when the man had 
talked himself to sleep. Somewhere within the thousands of 
words he had chanted, Swietzer had learned his name but had 
as quickly forgotten it. Lean, muscular, with the right haircut 
and complexion, the boy was a perfect model of corporate 
youth dressed in black straitjacket. But he had crossed some- 
one, somewhere, stepped on a toe or two on his way up the 
ladder, and had been sent on a “‘mandatory retreat’’ to Novak 
Corporate Prison and Mental Health Facility for ““behavior 
management enhancement.’’ Poor chap. They had given him 
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the requisite combination of chemicals and cerebral stimula- 
tion treatments to drive him insane and create their excuse to 


have him legally and permanently anesthetized. They would 


return him to the office, give him a low-level job with minimal 
human contact, and he would remain ignorant and blissful for 
the rest of his life but probably retain his penchant for mon- 


- keys and large-brained individuals. Maybe it wasn’t such a 


bad deal. He would never know the heartbreaks of modern 
society—he would simply be one. 

Swietzer took a seat on the steel chair and looked tiredly 
around the cell. Polymeric bars stood between him and the 
boy, with a smooth, gray wall on the opposite side. No win- 
dows in the place, though Swietzer suspected that the view of 
Mars was probably quite spectacular. A long hall ran through 
the cell block, and, for the moment, he and the boy were the 
only ‘‘clients,’’ as the white-uniformed guards liked to say. 
When he had realized that Dravis planned on sending him to 
Novak, he had imagined the facility as a clean, well-lit torture 
chamber, not the dank movie cliché it resembled. Sure, there 
were probably other areas of Novak that fit his imagination’s 
bill, but he had not left the cell or seen anyone but the guards 
who had three times fed him a brown gruel that smelled like 
burned rubber and sour milk. So he hadn’t eaten. 

How long can Dravis hold me? Does he plan on letting me 
rot away here for the rest of my life? He wants the location 
of my data. He thinks someone will find it. No, I’m here .be- 


~ cause he wants someone to get that information from me. But 


as the boy said, I have a large brain, and whomever he sends 
will have a heck of a search. Give me the chemicals and what- 
ever kind of treatment or interrogation you can muster. I chal- 
lenge you. 

As though someone had read his mind, a panel in the wall 


_ Slid aside. A wide screen flickered, then displayed images from 


a very old film, a black-and-white picture of a man in uniform 
being interrogated by another solider. The man sat in a chair, 
hands tied behind his back. His inquisitor glared at him, spoke, 
then repeatedly struck his head with a short stick. The man 
stared straight ahead, tight-lipped and defiant. Swietzer 
frowned at his captors’ ill humor. With little else to do, he 
watched the screen and listened to the interrogation. Then an- 
other film clip played, another interrogation scene. 
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For an indeterminate number of hours (they had taken his | 
watch), he viewed nearly one hundred clips of people being 
questioned, tortured, and killed. The guards brought him his 
gruel. They took the full bowl away. The boy in the next cell 
watched his own screen that showed monkeys hooting and 
howling and clubbing each other with large hipbones. 

Just as his eyes were growing heavy and sleep had become 
inevitable, a voice rang out in hollow notes that rose over the 
on-screen dialogue. ‘‘Dr. Swietzer. My name is Horatio Mi- 
chael Handy. I’m the director of Novak.”’ 

Swietzer forced a look up. Stuff a corporate clone into a lab 
coat, and you had Handy. He had probably spent an hour 
combing his thick shock of gold hair. And the chiseled face 
probably wasn’t his. It belonged to a young surfer from Day- 
tona Beach, Florida, who had offered his countenance for a 
plastimatrix mold. Handy had the weathered eyes of much 
older man, and they betrayed his quest for youth. He should 
have had those replaced as well. Sure, Swietzer had encoun- 
tered cut-and-paste faces before, but the effects always startled 
him 


With a groan, he pulled himself up and crossed to lock 
gazes with Handy. He spoke slowly, repressing the desire to 
growl between words. ‘‘Well, Mr. Horatio Michael Handy, it’s | 
an honor and a pleasure to be here. With these breathtaking 
accommodations and world-class menu, God should pay a visit 
to take notes. I hear Heaven’s getting a bit ratty.’’ 

‘‘Very clever. Believe me, I understand your rage. And I 
know you’re worried about being sexually abused or tortured. 
None of that will happen here. This is a clean, corporate-run 
facility. A family prison, if you will. Oh, this block’s a bit of 
a hole, yes, but we’re working on that. Funding. You know 
how it is, eh?’’ Handy tapped the side of his nose, as though 
he were bidding at an auction. Then he did it again, a strange 
quirk that troubled Swietzer. 

‘*You’re wasting your time. Why not just kill me? Because 
I won’t talk.’’ 

**Time. What is it, really? Besides, all I’m going to do is 
ask you where the data is hidden. And all you have to do is 
tell me. Why not be a good sport about it, and we can all get 
along swimmingly.”’ 

“hin.” 
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**Then Ill leave you to your entertainment.”’ 

**What is this?’’ Swietzer asked, whirling toward the screen. 
**A joke? You think this frightens me? This is sophomoric. 
Ridiculous.”’ 

Handy tsked. ‘‘Oh, poor Karl. Trust me. There’s a madness 
to my methods. But you and your large brain will come to eat 
space. Or, my poor, poor Karl, space will eat you.’’ With a 
dramatic spin, he hurried off: 

On the monitor, a small boy’s head caved in under a rifle 
stock. The boy slumped, his head dripping. 


6 


The Future on a Switch 


“I’m going back to Olympus Mons,”’ Ben told 
Megan as he pulled on a borrowed pair of white 
tech pants. ‘“‘Wanna come?’’ 

She touched his shoulder. ‘“You can’t leave 
now. They want you to rest for a while.”’ 

“*‘Lying in a sick bay is not my idea of rest. And I’ve just 
come off a three-week vacation—not that I remember much.”’ 
He pulled on a T-shirt. , 

“‘T see you’ve made up your mind,’’ she said, making a 
long face. ‘“But I can’t come. They need me here.”’ 

**Then I'll see you when I get back.’’ He headed for the 
door. 

**You’re just going to leave? Just like that?’’ 

‘I’m taking Judy Tolmar’s body to the strike base. She flew 
with me on my last op. She was a Marine. She deserves a 
military funeral. It’s the least I can do. And trust me, it’s no 
pleasure trip.”’ 

“‘T meant you’re going without a kiss?’’ She lowered her 
gaze but couldn’t hide her wound. ‘‘What’s happened to us, 
Ben?’’ | 

He took a deep breath, went to her, grabbed her shoulders. 
‘Tt don’t know, I just...I’m sorry. I just don’t trust these 
people. I can see they’ve already convinced you. But what if 
they’re working for Dravis? What if they’re just using you?”’ 

**They’re not.’’ 
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*‘Can you prove that?’’ 

*‘T’ve been with them for over three weeks, and I haven’t 
seen or heard anything that made me nervous. They’ve all 
been burned by him, the same as us. Why are you being so 
difficult?”’ 

**Because in my business, giving away too much trust gets 
you dead. That’s not macho philosophy—just a cold, hard 
fact.’’ 

She turned away. ‘“What’ll it take, Ben? What’ll it take to 
make you realize the truth? Does someone have to die? Is that 
it?”’ , 

**Turn around.”’ 

**Why?’ 9 

**Because you want me to kiss you.”’ 

**Forget it. Just go.”’ 

He took her arm, and she ripped out of his grasp. ‘‘Hey!’’ 

**Just get out of here.’’ 

He opened his mouth and words came out—not the right 
ones. ‘‘I’ll see you later.”’ 

As he headed off, he thought about how much he hated 
himself for trying to control her. He had learned better. But 
what if he were right? What if Megan were being used? He 
wouldn’t stand by and let that happen. Couldn’t she realize 
that he just wanted to help? No, she couldn’t. When he got 
back, maybe he could convince her to raise her guard. Right 
now she was naive and vulnerable, and that wasn’t the sharp, 
‘wary Megan Bartonovich he knew, the Megan he loved. 

But this is all just my opinion, he thought. What the hell do 
I know about human nature? I’m just a recovering control 
freak. : 

He had already arranged with Harper to have Judy’s body 
loaded onto a cargo skiff and had contacted the authorities at 
the strike base. He would catch a ride aboard that ship, deliver 
Judy’s body, then catch a ride to another home. That second 
visit would be the most difficult. 


Nearly an hour later, Ben flew over the strike base’s main 
gate. An overwhelming feeling of melancholy flooded through 
him as he watched the FY39 Interceptors and Endo/Exo 
Harriers take off from the distant tarmac. He had been a CED 
Marine Corps Patrol Pilot for nearly six years, and more than 
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half of that time he had been assigned to Olympus Mons Strike 
Base, Mars. He had never walked away from a long-term duty 
station without taking part of it with him, and returning to 
Mons made him feel sad, yes, but whole again. Hangers, ad- 
ministrative buildings, barracks, and even the dingy old fuel 
Stations assumed an aura, and the thunder of engines lured 
him like a woman’s breathy voice. Everything seemed smaller. 
His love for the place had influenced his memory, turning the 
base into a sweeping military outpost that stood as the premier 
fortress on Mars, overshadowed only by the shield volcano 
herself. J’ll never fly out of this place again. I'll never be a 
Marine again. I still can’t believe it. Just yesterday Powell 
Stephenson and I were chasing a hijacked transport. So much 
has changed. ... 

The cargo skiff’s pilot, a short, portly Asian man with an 
impassive face, set them down on pad 422, and Ben went 
through the somber procedure of turning over Judy’s body. He 
hoped he could attend the funeral, but it had yet to be sched- 
uled. Judy was a colony orphan, and the Marine Corps had 
been her only family. At least Ben hadn’t been met by hys- 
terical relatives. As the honor guards took away Judy’s shiny, 
silver coffin, he whispered the Bible passage she had asked 
him to read, a line from the Book of Job: ‘‘Do you have an 
arm like God’s, and can your voice thunder like his?’’ He 
pursed his lips sadly. ‘‘Semper Fi, Captain. Semper Fi.”’ 

He mounted the skiff’s loading ramp, and someone shouted 
his name, called him by his old rank. A barrel-chested black 
man came forward through the swirling dust. The guy wore 
the broadest grin on Mars. Period. 

**Sly, you son of a bitch, how are you?’’ Ben seized the 
man’s hand. 

“Tm a little loose here and there, but trying to keep it all 
tucked in and tight, Captain. You know how it is.”’ 

‘‘Our old ground crew still together?’’ 

**Sure enough. Ricky got a promotion. Quick’s the same as 
ever. They got us pulling eighteen-hour shifts these days. Wor- 
ried about some buildup around Shiva Station. Looks like the 
old company’s getting ready to put on the gloves. Guess you 
know about that.”’ 

‘*Nope. I haven’t worked for those bastard for three weeks. 
And my contract’s about up.”’ 
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**“Got plans?’’ 

*‘Not really. But if you hear that I signed another contract 
with those PTMC pogues, do me a favor? Find me and blow 
my brains out. Really. ’'d owe you big time.”’ 

**And I’d never collect. Hey, too bad we couldn’t get you 
back, man. Least I got to see you. I accidentally heard that 
you’d be here. Must’ve been fate or something. Thought I'd 
come down. I know the other guys wish they could be here.”’ 

**I don’t know about Quick.”’ 

‘‘Aw, ‘he forgives you for that. We still laugh about it. 
You're the only captain we know who lost his wings, stole 
back his own plane, got shot down, and lost his wings again.”’ 

‘*Ah, infamy. 29 

Sly winked. ‘‘I don’t give a shit what happened and what 
they say about you. You were the best green Marine ever 
stationed here, fought and flew like the Marines of the old 
United States.’’ 

**Had you fooled.”’ 

**Guess you did.’’ Sly looked past him, to the cargo skiff’s 
canopy. ““Well, your pilot’s getting antsy. I just wanted to say 
hello and wish you luck. Take care of yourself, Captain.”’ 


Twenty minutes after leaving the strike base, Ben walked 
down the sidewalk of a residential neighborhood near Pavonis 
Mons, about a thousand kilometers southeast of Olympus 
Mons. Tiny tract homes built on meager lots lined both sides 
of the windswept street. Some people had opted for domes, 
others for pyramids, still others for the traditional gabled roof 
or Dutch hip. Several dwellings looked very old, perhaps 
twenty or thirty years, while some were still under construc- 
tion. Empty lots lay scattered throughout the neighborhood, 
ocher-colored squares on a checkerboard of development. 
That’s how real estate was on Mars. Planned communities 
rarely sold out. Too much competition. And too many prob- 
lems with the terraforming process. 

For over one hundred years, scientists had been struggling 
to finish their work of turning Mars into a wholly Earth-like 
planet. But God, some said, had not meant for Mars to be 
Earth, and humans had overstepped their bounds. In some 
regions like Olympus Mons, the processed air had a metallic 
taste and scent but was quite breathable for natives and ac- 
ceptable for tourists wearing breathers clipped to their noses. 
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However, in other regions, particularly in the Cydonia Region, 
across Utopia Planitia, and the rest of the northern plains, the 
air unexplainably thinned out, rendering the environment far 
from livable. Nomads occupied these areas, and many wan- 
dered down to make homes in the caves near Elysium Mons 
and Albor Tholus. They wore canvaslike tarps and relied on 
heavy, full-face breathers when venturing outdoors. Life fully 
challenged these people, but it was a better existence than the 
one many had left behind. Some were escaped criminals; oth- 
ers, political exiles. All remained entirely dependent upon out- 
side help, upon an underground railroad of smuggled supplies 
and information. Rumors had it that these exiles had spent so 
much time in the hinterlands that they had mutated into a 
subhuman species. Ben doubted that, but you never knew. 

He eventually found domicile number 34129A and walked 
up a wide, concrete hoverpath toward a dome that looked 
about ten or twelve years old. Tan paint had worn thin to 
expose white primer. His hands shook and he swore over his 
lack of a dress uniform. Even civilian clothes would be more 
appropriate than the tech outfit. He felt inadequate, thought of 
turning back; then the dome’s security system automatically 
detected his presence and gave a warning beep. Damn. Now 
he really wanted to leave. A small screen beside the door lit 
with the image of a young man, clean-shaven, with thick hair 
and a face so familiar that it shocked Ben. ‘“Yes?’’ 

‘“Yeah, hi, uh, my name’s Benjamin St. John. I, well, is 
this the Taurus residence?’’ 

‘*Yeah...’’ the man said suspiciously. 

“Is your “mother home?’’ 

The door suddenly opened, and a tall, lithe, gray-haired 
woman peered at him. She looked tired. Very tired. ‘“What do 
you want?’’ 

*‘Ma’am, my name’s—’’ 

“*T heard your name.”’ 

*“May I come in?”’ 

‘*Are you from the hospital?’’ 

Ben tugged self-consciously at his shirt. ‘‘No, no. I used to 
fly with Sierra.”’ 

The name sent her jerking back, eyes suddenly unable to 
focus. ‘‘Is this about him?’’ 

**Can I come in?’’ 
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She nodded nervously and opened the door. 

Inside, he found modern furniture and the kind of local, 
amateur environment screens that his mother also enjoyed. 
Watercolor images of a rain forest glowed across one wall. 
She led him into a small living room. He took a seat on the 
sofa and gestured for her to sit. She shook her head. ‘‘Okay, 
Mr. St. John. Let’s hear it.”’ | 

He opened his mouth, but the young man bounded into the 
room, a data slate tucked under his arm. ‘“What’s going on?’’ 

**Are you Jon?’’ Ben asked. 

**Yeah, how’d you know?’’ 

*‘T used to fly with your father.”’ 

Jon rolled his eyes. ‘‘Have you heard from him? The only 
contact we’ve had are the deposits to our account.’’ 

*‘’m deeply sorry, but your father died.’’ 

It took moment for the news to strike, a fleeting calm before 
the onslaught of emotions. Jon nodded slowly, as though he’d 
been expecting this for a long time. The slate slipped from his 
arm. He had trouble keeping his eyes open against the burn 
of tears. He charged out, nearly mowing down a pretty girl in 
her late teens who looked curiously after him. Then she read 
her mother’s expression and shrugged. ‘“What?’’ 

**Your father’s dead.’’ 

She groped for a reaction. “‘Oh, no. What happened?’’ 

Taurus’s ex-wife looked to Ben. He breathed deeply and 
found the words. ‘“Your father died a hero, helping to put 
down the mech invasion.”’ 

**T always knew that flying would kill him before the dis- 
ease,’ Taurus’s ex-wife said. ‘‘So the company sent you? I 
don’t get it. That attack was almost a month ago. Why weren’t 
we notified sooner?’’ 

‘Mom? Daddy’s dead, y’know?’’ Taurus’s daughter said. 
“Don’t you even give a shit?’’ | 

Taurus’s ex closed her eyes. ‘‘Shandra, don’t start with me 
now. Please don’t.’’ 

Shandra cursed, spun, and left. From another room, Ben 
heard her sob. 

**Well, do you got any answers, Mr. St. John? Or did you 
just come to dump this happy news on us and leave like the 
CED does? I was a military wife for too many years. I know 
how the brass operates.”’ 
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**Sierra’s work was classified. As far as the company is 
concerned, he never existed. That’s why the deposits to your 
account have always come from a second party. I was a Ma- 
rine, just like—’’ 

‘Wait a minute. Now I know who you are. He used to talk 
about you. You’re that crazy kid. He voted against you getting 
your wings. So you both wound up flying for the company, 
huh? That’s ironic.”’ 

**Yeah, it was.’’ Ben stood. ‘“Well, I’m really sorry about 
all of this. I just thought telling you was the right thing. You 
wouldn’t get anything out of the company. I would’ve come 
sooner, but I was in stasis for three wee 

**That’s all right. And it’s not your fault that Sierra was an 
asshole. I actually knew that before I married him. But there 
was something lovable about that bastard. And he finally got 
himself killed. Took a while. He was always a slow learner.”’ 

*‘T’ll see myself out.”’ 

**Mr. St. John? When you have time, I’d like you to come 
back. My children need to talk to you. They need to know 
about their father. Would you mind?’’ 

*‘Not at all. I could stay a while if—’’ 

‘*They’ll need some time. We’ll be here. And if it means 
anything, Sierra once told me that he wished he were a rebel 
like you. He told me that you never bought into the system. 
You always did what you thought was right. He admired that 
about you. I hope you haven’t changed.’’ 

**T hope so, too.’ 


He left Taurus’s dome and double-timed toward the pair of 
empty lots where the cargo skiff had landed. He decided to 
make one more trip to visit his parents; then he would return 
to Red Acropolis for more arguing with Megan. Wonderful. 

Once inside the skiff, the pilot met him with an urgent ex- 
pression. ‘‘Boss wants you to call.’’ 

Ben went to the terminal at the rear of the hold and tapped 
the appropriate keys. After a moment, Harper appeared, her 
expression grave. ‘“Ben, we need to talk.’’ 

*“You change your mind? You want to charge me for using 
your skiff? I don’t care. Pll pay for it.”’ 

‘Forget about that,’’ she said, exasperated. ““I need you 
back here. Now.”’ 
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“*That’s nice, but you said I could have this ship for the 
whole day. I planned on visiting my parents. I know my 
mom’s new hair color will at least give me one laugh. It’s 
been a pretty shitty day so far.’’ 

**[’m sorry, but this can’t wait.”’ 

“It'll have to. You made me a promise.”’ 

“Ben, if you don’t get your ass back here now, in a couple 
of days you’ll be seeking permission to visit your parents from 
the PTMC.”’’ 

*“‘What do you want?’’ 

*‘T can’t say. Your transmission is encoded, but that doesn’t 
mean much anymore. Come home, and we’ll talk.”’ 

‘*Careful with that word. If you poem want to be my home, 
you’ ll need to earn that.’’ 


‘7 


Why They Call It a Briefing 


Ben hated everything about Red Acropolis’s 
main conference room: the long, oval table with 
built-in holograph projector; the leather chairs; 
the obligatory silk plants; and the environment 
screen that showed the placid Pacific Ocean 
lapping at Southern California’s Zuma Beach. They could 
have done whatever they wanted to with the big room, deco- 
rated it in this or any style, but they would never mask the 
room’s function. People came here to talk, and talk, in Ben’s 
humble opinion, was usually so wasteful that it seemed ludi- 
crous to dedicate an entire room to it. During his years with 
the Marine Corps, he could barely sit through an entire brief- 
ing. No amount of skipchatter could make up for planting your 
ass in the cockpit and evaluating the environment as it came 
at you. 

So with his tedium itching like a rash, he collapsed into a 
chair next to Megan. Harper assumed a seat at the table’s head, 
and Bonnie Warren and Harold Ames sat near her. Two un- 
familiar men took seats as well, both greasy-looking older 
guys afflicted with the abandoned hygiene of researchers. 

‘*‘Ben? I want you to meet Dr. Retolyn and Dr. Yilianoff, 
both former associates of Dr. Swietzer. They work for us 
now.”’ 

He nodded to the two geeks, unsure of who was who and 
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not caring. ‘‘Gentlemen, Ill bet you got pulled away from 
some very important work to be here, huh?’’ 

**That’s right,’’ one of the researchers, the bearded one, 
said. 

Ben glared at Harper. “‘So I guess you’re hoping that this 
meeting will be very, very brief.’’ 

Megan grabbed his wrist. ‘“Ben...”’ 

**C’mon, Harper. My butt’s already numb.”’ 

All eyes turned on him. Megan dug nails into his arm. 

**You’re right, Ben. We have no time to waste. We’ ve been 
in contact with our insider at PIMC, and we’ve learned that 
Dr. Swietzer was taken to Novak Corporate Prison, where he’s 
now being held.’’ 

Ben shot to his feet. ‘‘So you want me to bust him out. Get 
me that plane you promised and my guide bot. That prison’s 
on Phobos. I'll be there in fifteen minutes.”’ 

Harper leaned back in her chair and sighed. ‘‘Sit down, Ben. 
It’s a little more complicated than that.’’ 

*‘’m sure it isn’t. Pll give you two more minutes.’’ He 
plopped down, feeling the heat of Megan’s rage. He shouldn’t 
have glanced at her. 

*“*As soon as we heard, I sent Christiani and Manman up 
there. We had enough forged documentation and security 
clearances to get them inside the prison. If something went 
wrong, Christiani was supposed to activate a tiny transmitter.”’ 

“So you got the signal, and now you want me to go in there 
and bring back three hostages. Fine, fine, fine. Where’s my 
ride?”’ 

**Shuddup, Ben,’’ Megan said. 

*‘Hey, at least I’m here.’’ He sneered at Harper. ‘‘T still 
don’t trust these people.’’ 

““We didn’t get the signal from Christiani,’’ Harper cor- 
rected sharply. ‘‘But we haven’t heard from them, either. 
Trouble is, we’re running out of time.’’ 

‘‘Now you’ve lost me,’’ Ben said. ‘‘I don’t hear your tick- 
ing clock.”’ 7 

**There’s massive buildup going on around Shiva. Our in- 
sider doesn’t know much about that. It’s pretty obvious that 
Dravis is mobilizing. That’s the big clock. But we have a more 
immediate problem. PTMC has developed the next generation 
of bio-processing chip technology. It’s an unnamed cerebral 
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interface that allows the operator to implant suggestive 
thoughts into an individual.’’ 

**Old news,’’ Ben said. ‘‘It functions the same as BPCs.”’ 

‘*The results are the same, but this new interface is far more 
effective. It’s molecule-sized and can be attached to selected 
external regions of the head as well as to jewelry and eyewear. 
Our insider tells us that Swietzer is scheduled to receive an 
interface at nineteen-hundred hours—that’s about fifty minutes 
from now. As a PTMC researcher, he’s been trained in various 
security techniques to bury classified information in his sub- 
conscious. But he won’t fool the interface. He’ll give up the 
location of the evidence he has against Dravis. And when he 
does, they’ ll kill him.”’ 

*“However,’’ one of the researchers chipped in, ‘‘the inter- 
face could damage Swietzer before he talks. The device has 
already caused permanent memory loss, psychogenetic disor- 
ders, and cerebral thrombosis in some individuals.” 

**Then why would Dravis risk using it?’’ Ben asked. 

‘“Because he’s desperate,’’ Harper said. “‘Or maybe he fig- 
ures that if Swietzer is injured, the evidence won’t surface. 
Either way, he wins.’’ 

‘**No,’’ Ben said. ‘‘He’s too efficient to make that assump- 
tion. He’s thinking that the interface will work. The risk isn’t 
as great as we think it is. He wants that evidence.’’ 

‘‘Or maybe he doesn’t know that the interface will be 
used,’’ Bonnie Warren said. ‘“The director of Novak has a 
reputation as a rebel. Maybe he can’t get anything out of 
Swietzer and wants to use it behind Dravis’s back.”’ 

‘‘Uh, excuse me, people,’’ Ben said. ‘‘But who gives a shit? 
You don’t see my hand going up. We need to get Swietzer 
out of there; then we can waggle our tongues over the details. 
But before we do anything, I still got a huge problem with 
your PTMC insider. Who is it?’’ . 

Harper flinched. ‘“We’ve only established text-based com- 
munications. We don’t have a name.”’ 

**So how do you know this insider isn’t Dravis himself?’’ 

‘*You don’t think we considered that? We’re smart boys 
and girls here, Ben. For one thing, our insider has security 
access codes that only Radhika Sargena knew about. This per- 
son has told us things about Radhika and our group that Dravis 
could never know. I believe this individual worked with Rad- 
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hika but never mustered the nerve to join us—until now.”’ 

**’m not convinced. Sounds like you want to believe this 
insider because you have nothing else to go on.’’ 

““We’ve obtained transport logs and surveillance holos that 
show Swietzer being taken from Shiva to Novak. I’m positive 
that he’s there.”’ 

*‘Who gave you the logs and holos? Your insider?’’ 

Harper adopted an impressive poker face. ‘‘Let’s get back 
to your request to make this briefing brief. I’ve lost contact 
with two good people already. We need you to go. And our 
insider says that your ex-wife is still at Shiva. She’s fine. We 
can help you get her back—if you’ll help us.’’ 

**And if I don’t, I’m sure you’ll find another sucker.”’ 

**No, they’re not standing in line for your job, Ben. Megan 
tells me you’re the best at what you do. That’s why I haven’t 
bounced your ass out of here. I don’t have any time for your 
attitude or your suspicions. I have your equipment ready to 
go. We’ll help you get back your ex-wife. What the hell else 
do you want from us?’’ 

*“How ’bout a flight suit—and your prayers?’’ 

Harper grinned. “‘You’ll have both. Now, let’s talk about 
getting you into Novak ...”’ 


S 
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Matters Dark and Otherwise 


. Class 2 Supervisor Robot #447H had had it up 

* to here with failure. When would the Program- 
~  Iners learn that in order to conquer human-held 
space, they should listen to him? 

Then again, they had listened to him and had 
failed. Perhaps he shouldn’t remind them of that fact. 3 

Nearly a standard month prior, he and the Programmers had 
barely escaped the destruction of their command ship in the 
Tycho Brahe system. They had flown their escape pod away 
from the system to regroup with a transport ship that had re- 
ceived their Mayday. The transport had returned them to the 
fringe of the Milky Way galaxy, to a great armada of two 
thousand ships floating in a vast stretch of interstellar space. 
The largest vessels, akin to the Collective Earth Defense’s fleet 
carriers, extended nearly a kilometer from broad bow to nar- 
row fantail. Pyramid-, cone-, or hexagonal-shaped support ves- 
sels ferried supplies between the great battle fortresses. 447 
felt taken aback by the similarity between the Programmers’ 
military and the Collective Earth Defense. That similarity, he 
had been told, was quite deliberate and all part of a new plan 
that included bringing the Programmers themselves to the 
front line. | 

Thus far in their stratagem, the Programmers had relied 
upon infected mining drones and human pilots controlled 
through bio-processing chips as a way to disrupt their enemy’s 
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infrastructure before striking. But the act of disseminating hu- 
man brain data to the mechs had become more troublesome 
than originally thought. 447 had assured his masters that neg- 
ative impulses could be removed from the data, but, as one 
Programmer had rightly pointed out, the combinations of im- 
pulses were far too complex. Absorbing data from a pilot 
named Sierra Taurus had been a grave error, resulting in the 
loss of thousands of once-liberated mechs. 

447 floated away from Endo mech Amera, a drone who had 

absorbed the human brain data of an incredibly desirable 
woman. He moved on through the bridge of the alien carrier, 
through the humid, smoke-filled air that sustained life. for his 
masters. Having been summoned to briefing room 123B (the 
Programmers’ designation for the room was much longer, so 
he opted for the simple human translation), he glided into a 
_ fibrous tube that undulated in great, shadowy waves. Another 
tube formed into the gelatinous wall, and he took it directly 
into the dimly lit briefing room. 
Five Programmers hovered in a circle, their four-meter-long 
_ frames and long, thin arms bobbing slightly against the azure- 
colored beams that held them comfortably immobile. With 
eyes burning like tiny G2 stars, they threw their oblong heads 
back and made a noise that humans would call a hum. In 
unison, their sallow, gray skins assumed a violet sheen, as 
_ though some strange energy were coursing through them. The 
four holes at the tops of their heads, which functioned like 
_ human ears and noses, spewed jets of brown smoke spanned 
_ by blue strokes of lightning. 

*‘What’s up?’’ 447 asked. It felt natural to say that, to rely 
upon Frank Jewelbug’s brain data, to live in the rhythms and 
memories of the man’s life. The distinction between being 
mech and being human grew more blurred by the hour. ‘‘Call 
me Frank,’’ he had told the mechs serving here. 

As he soared farther into the room, the color rapidly faded 
from his masters’ bodies. One Programmer turned its head at 
his approach. 447 had nicknamed the dude Evil Alien #1 since 
the Programmers’ religion forbade the use of individual 
names, and this alien only had a minor role in the high-budget 
action flick that was 447’s life. Moreover, the Programmers 
spoke in a stilted dialogue and would never master the nuances 
of the human language that their study of popular media found 
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to be predominant. They needed to study real humans. 

EA #1 opened its small, toothless mouth, breathed as though 
inhaling sodo gas through a water pipe, then trilied, **447, you 
are fortunate to still be functioning.”’ 

He snorted. ‘“You guys threaten me every time I come in 
here. But you won’t kill me because you’re afraid. You don’t 
think you can kick their asses without me—’cause I’ve told 
you, if you do it your way, there won’t be anything left of 
their galaxy to settle. You used your dark-matter ships and 
destroyed your own galaxy. But you still haven’t learned. And 
you need me to teach you. So don’t insult me with your bogus 
threats. Because the humans will wax your butts, or whatever 
it is you got back there. Do we understand each other, boys 
and girls?’ - 

**He can’t die,’’ another Programmer said, its voice deep, 
breathy, and strangely erotic. ‘‘He’s a mech.”’ 

‘Cease to function? Die? What’s the difference? You dudes 
made me. You ordered me to absorb the human brain data. 
Deal with it. Now, what the hell is so important? I was just 
having a rather enlightening conversation with Amera. I think 
I’ve sweet-talked her into a date.”’ 

*‘Can we go on like this?’’ EA #1 said, addressing the 
group. ‘‘Must we listen to such frivolity, to such madness?’’ 

‘“*No,”’ the oldest Programmer said. 447 thought of him as 
the oldest because his skin bore the lightest hue of gray, paling 
into white along his arms and wiry neck. 447 had, of course, 
dubbed him ‘‘Wise Alien”’ (sans the number qualification 
since, for the moment, only one wise alien dwelled i in his life 
script). 

Thea, with the Creator’s agreement, we will terminate our 
relationship with this drone, with all drones,’’ EA #1 said. 

Wise Alien grew stiff, and he placed sinuous hands on the 

y terrain of his bare chest. He suddenly glowered at 447. 
“*You’ve been a great problem to us. Now we shall use you 
to solve one of our own. We lost a reconnaissance ship in the 
Vystok system. We believe one of the Post Terran Mining 
Corporation’s pilots, a Material Defender, disabled the ship 
and towed it back to Sol.’’ 

‘Uh, hello, Programmers—the last time I checked, that 
was, like, totally impossible. Their attack planes are too 
slow.”’ 
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‘‘We’re unsure of the particulars,’’ Wise Alien said. ‘“The 
distress call was cut off.’’ 

**‘What do you want from me?’’ 

‘We want you to infiltrate the PTMC. We want you to find 
that ship and, if possible, return it. If not, destroy it.’’ 

**Wish I could help you guys, but I know when I’m being 
used. Yeah, yeah, you gave me my freedom. But I’ve hardly 
had time to enjoy it. Now you want me to kite back to Sol to 
do a little James Bond for you? My chips are superheated. Get 
another supervisor drone.”’ 

Wise Alien closed his eyes, and the beam holding him aloft 
grew fainter. His body slowly lowered to the floor, legs ex- 
tending, hands hanging below his knees. He wheezed and 
pulled himself toward 447 in the drunken dance it called walk- 
ing. 

447 hovered back from the approaching Programmer until 
he bumped into the wall. ‘‘Listen,’’ he began nervously, ‘‘we 
can maybe work out a deal. You give me a ship. Let me take 
Amera along. I need company, you know? [ll get your recon 
ship back.”’ 

**You’d better. If the humans harness our dark-matter tech- 
nology, they’ll destroy themselves and their galaxy. And that 
would anger the Creator.”’ 

**All right, all right. ’'ll do it. But before I go, I want to 
talk about our little invasion plan. You want to take this ar- 
mada through the outlying systems, bring down each of the 
PTMC’s operations, disrupt shipping lanes, and generally 
wreak havoc. And then you plan on targeting Sol. Am I cor- 
rect?”’ 

Wise Alien tipped its head, practicing a human nod. 

“Well, that sucks, guys. Once we’re in close, we can’t use 
the dark-matter drives. And we can’t use any of our special 
weapons—they’ll cause mass destruction and defeat our pur- 
pose. So we’re talking about a conventional fleet battle—and, 
as far as I’m concerned, we don’t got the experience for that. 
From what you’ve told me, this whole concept of war is new 
to you. Maybe you should have just asked the humans if you 
could share their territory.”’ 

_ **That would never happen. We’ ve studied them. They’re a 
watring race, bent on procreation and profit margins. This is 


DESCENT: EQUINOX 47 


the only form of communication they truly understand, except 
for bribery.”’ 

‘‘Then I suggest we move slowly and infiltrate once more, 
with drones working together but still having free will. You’ ve 
cut some of us loose, but most of our old mech force you 
controlled from the command ship. rh ge would’ ve trusted 
us, you would’ve won that battle.’’ 

**You suggest that we—’’ 

‘**We need to work on a new strain of the virus. It needs to 
work like the words of a cult leader. It needs to hypnotize our 
drones, whip them up into a spiritual frenzy. This is a holy 
war. You want Borheejan to forgive you for ruining your 
home. You want to offer the human race as a sacrifice. And 
you want their homes. The only way that’s going to happen 
is with devout followers. You don’t got them now. What’re 
you going to do about that?’’ 

Wise Alien regarded the group, his eyes widening slightly, 
his mouth not moving. 447 guessed he was communicating 
telepathically with his comrades, and he felt insulted that Wise 
Alien did not broadcast a signal that he could read. 

“You raise some interesting questions,’’ the old one finally 
said. ‘‘Go now. We will consider your suggestions.”’ 

‘‘I’m thinking that’s a good idea. Because if you invaded 
right now, well, you know what I think.’’ 

‘*A last question,’’ EA #1 said. 

447 raised his brow at the alien. Or at least he would have, 
had he a brow. He extended an antenna instead. 

‘‘What does your gut tell you about our future?’’ 

He smiled inwardly. ‘“Worried about that, huh?’’ 

**Answer the question.’’ 

‘*It tells me that the universe is very big place and that there 
are probably a billion other galaxies more suitable than this 
one. It tells me that you guys are stubborn. It tells me that if 
you’re patient, you’ll get what you want. Any questions?’’ He 
eyed the others. ‘‘I didn’t think so.”’ 


After the steel-jawed Material Defender climbed down from 
his Pyro-GX, Dravis gave him a hearty pat on the back. ““Wel- 
come home, Material Defender.’’ Docking bay 111’s invari- 
able din annoyed Dravis. He offered his hand and raised his 
voice. ‘“You’ve had a most successful mission.”’ 
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The defender, a towering form in black leather, looked at 
the hand, then at Dravis. ‘‘I’m entitled to a rest and recoup. 
I'll take it now. There’s a shuttle headed for Mars. I'll be on 
it. You’ll be paying.’’ He started off, abandoning the hand- 


— shake. 


“‘Oh, yes, indeed,’’ Dravis said, hurrying after the man. 
‘“You have most certainly earned an eight-hour rest-and- 
recuperative period. In fact, I’ll make sure that Ms. Green has 
a substantial bonus transferred immediately to your account. I 
understand that the women at Lord Spam’s are quite expen- 
Sive.”’ 

‘“You keepin’ tabs on me?’’ 

*“Your Standard Mercenary Agreement grants me that right. 
But I certainly don’t mean to pry into your personal life.’’ 

The defender came to an abrupt halt. ‘“Then don’t.”’ 

**You are a great investment. I only wish to protect you.”’ 

‘‘’d smile if I could. Do I look like I need your protec- 
tion?’’ 

**T didn’t mean to imply—’’ : 

*‘Of course you didn’t.’’ He huffed. ‘“‘We done? ’Cause I 
gotta shit, shower, and get the hell out of here.’’ 

*‘Oh, but do stay for lunch. My chef is preparing some 
gourmet pasta that would bring a bit of heaven to your mer- 
cenary’s diet.”’ 

“Pll stick to my liquid lunch.’’ He marched toward a pair 
of lift doors. | | 

Dravis brushed off the sleeves of his jacket. Being within a 
meter of the defender had obviously soiled them. He unclipped 
the vidphone at his waist and dialed the research department. 
A young woman, one of Jones’s assistants, answered. ‘“Oh, 
hello, Mr. Dravis. I'll get Dr. Jones right away.”’ 

He felt a tingle over the fear he inspired in entry-level per- 
sonnel. He moved to the lift and stepped inside. 

**Jones here, sir.’ Dravis’s new head cyberneticist wore the 
gray stubble and red eyes of a man behind schedule. 

*‘T take it you’ve had time to make a cursory inspection of 
the recon ship we acquired?”’ 

‘Yes, sir. And, quite frankly, I’m amazed. Where did we 
get it? Who built it? We found several disabled mechs inside. 
Are they responsible—’’ 

‘*T want you to study every inch of that vessel, taking spe- 
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cial care with its drive system. I suspect it uses dark matter 
for fuel. I want that technology harnessed immediately. I'll 
have a Pyro-GX sent down for implementation.”’ 

“‘We’re on it, sir.”’ 

**And tell me, Jones. Are we also on schedule?’’ 

‘“Yes, sir.”” He stepped away from the camera to point at a 
row of colossal boss robots with large, throbbing sensor eyes. 
*‘Everything is going exactly as planned.”’ 

**You mean according to your revised schedule.”’ 

*‘That’s correct, sir. This is cutting-edge stuff, untested, 
highly unpredictable. But I assure you that we’re rushing to 
make the deadline. And by the way, President Suzuki’s office 
did call. I did as you instructed.’’ 

‘Excellent. I’m sure your account already reflects your co- 
operation in this matter.’’ 

“*Yes, it does, sir. If there’s nothing else, I need to—’”’ 

“‘Of course, of course. Notify my office of your progress 
with that ship. And by the way, I need that modified Pyro-GX 
operational before my deadline.”’ 

Jones swallowed. ‘‘T’ll try to make that happen.”’ 

**No, sir. You will make that happen. Dravis out.’’ He di- 
aled another number. Ms. Green’s exquisite countenance ap- 
peared. ‘“Yes, Mr. Dravis?’’ 

“It'll just be the two of us for lunch. Wear something spe- 
cial.’’ 

She smiled coyly. ‘‘I already am.”’ 


9 


Old Bird, New Tricks 


“No. No way. This ain’t happening,’’ Ben 
muttered as he stared at the Skipjet 66 parked 
on an elevated tarmac two kilometers away 
from Red Acropolis. 

Ben’s pulse had quickened as he had taken 
the subway car out to the tarmac. He had figured that Harper 
and her cronies had obtained another Pyro-GX. He had itched 
with the desire to settle into the cockpit, fire up the thrusters, 
and get back in the air. 

Now, as he did his walkaround inspection of the flying 
deathtrap they had loaned him, he discovered more and more 
that he liked his boots exactly where they were: on solid 
ground. 

Two young techs, part of Harper’s hastily assembled ground 
crew, hopped down from their small ordnance cart. The 
woman beamed at him. The man gave a curt nod and said, 
**Mr. St. John? Systems are preflighted. Your ordnance checks 
out. Level-four lasers charged and conventional cannons fully 
loaded.”’ 

Ben nodded resignedly. **How old is this fighter?’’ 

*“‘Not sure, sir. Ten, maybe fifteen years?’’ 

‘‘Uh-huh. You got a phone?’’ 

“*I do,’’ the woman said. She pulled the vidphone from her 
pocket and offered it to him. 

“‘Just get Harper on the line.”’ 
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She dialed, waited, then reached Harper. Ben could barely 
hear the conversation above the wind’s rising howl. Her smile 
faded as she handed him the phone. 

‘*Is there a problem, Ben?’’ Harper asked innoeentiy: 

He held up the phone, pointed it at the plane, and panned 
slowly along its fuselage. ‘“You seeing it?’’ 

‘‘What am I looking for? That’s your plane. I don’t see 
anything wrong.”’ 

**No, I guess you wouldn’t.’’ He thumbed a button, ending 
the transmission. Complaining wouldn’t get him another plane. 
He bet they had only one; it had probably been purchased from 
a mercenary, and Harper had been royally ripped off. 

‘*This jet’s a two-seater,’’ he told the techs. ‘‘Notice the 
gull-wing canopies. It’s best flown by a pilot and Radar In- 
tercept Officer.’’ He scanned the wide tarmac. “‘I don’t see 
my RIO.”’ 

‘**A single pilot can still fly this aircraft, sir,’’ the woman 
said. ‘‘And Dr. Harper wasn’t sure if you wanted anyone 
along. The more people, the higher the security risk. But you 
do have some help.’’ 

A purring sound caught Ben’s attention. He looked toward 
the open canopies and spotted a light blue blur of motion head- 
ing toward him. ‘‘You done bitching and moaning, Little 
Bird?’ 

Ben shook his head as the small, tri-winged drone came to 
a hover. ‘‘Guess I’m stuck with you, eh, Taurus? Call it pun- 
ishment for my sins.”’ 

‘‘That’s right. Doc Warren repaired me with that purpose 
in mind. My CPU didn’t take kindly to emergency stasis pro- 
cedures, but she’s talented. And beautiful. Guess it shocked 
her to learn that I had downloaded Sierra Taurus’s brain data. 
Then she cried, and old Harry tried to console her. I told her 
that Sierra Taurus isn’t dead, that he lives in me—at least, 
most of him does. She wouldn’t believe that. She really liked 
the guy. Said she liked him more than you.”’ 

‘‘Well, she’s... you know, got her head stuck to a com- 
puter interface all day. Her taste is a little screwed up.”’ 

‘She said the same thing about your taste. She couldn’t 
believe you were boffing Megan Bartonovich. She wanted to 
know why you had become so desperate. I mean, a company 
flack? Granted, I wanted her, too. But I am desperate.”’ 
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‘*Don’t pay attention to her. She’s a little off right now. 
Jealousy does that.’’ 
— **You know, she said the same thing about—’’ 

‘‘All right, shuddup.’’ Ben eyed the ship, then the guide 
bot. ‘‘So you’re my RIO?’’ 

*“Don’t sound so surprised. We both know that I’m over- 
qualified for the job. Just for kicks, they’ve installed a short- 
range wireless modem so I can communicate with this tin can. 
If nothing else, this op should prove interesting.”’ 

‘Doubt it.’” Ben headed for the bewinged guillotine. He 
climbed into the cramped cockpit and buckled in as the guide 
bot flew overhead and descended toward the RIO’s seat. 

On the tarmac, the female tech shouted, ‘‘Good luck,’’ then 
flashed her thumbs. The guy rolled his eyes and returned to 
the ordnance cart. 

Tingling with dark memories of the last time he had flown 
a Skipjet, Ben tapped ornate control switches. That’s fine, dear 
boy. Just fine. Gold instrument needles snapped to attention as 
the thrusters came on-line. He attached the power and O, lines 
to his flight suit, slid on his helmet, and locked it down, then 
threw a fancy set of brass toggles, pressurizing his suit, estab- 
lishing the oxygen flow, and accidentally turning on the can- 
opy defogger. 

*‘Thought you flew one of these before,’’ the guide bot said 
with a chuckle. 

Ben scowled at the drone, then wondered if it could interpret 
the expression. 

*‘Well, if you’re done playing around,’’ the bot added, 
*‘let’s go. We have thirty-nine ‘minutes until Swietzer’s little 
appointment.’’ 

Easing on the maneuvering thruster control, Ben felt 2 a sur- 
prising and respectable surge as the plane lifted off. He 
brought in the landing skids and floated toward the tarmac’s 
edge. After checking the FLIR report for other air traffic, he 
leaned on the main throttl— 

And, to his astonishment, the Skipjet 66, buggy British- 
made jet of his nightmares, rocketed off like a silver-tipped 
bullet. ‘“Damn,’’ he muttered. 

“*That’s a correct little rush,’’ the guide bot observed... 

- “She’s been modified. We might die a little later than I 
thought.”’ 
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**Ah, death. Been there. Am there. It’s overrated. Course 
laid in for Phobos. ETA: eleven minutes.”’ 

‘‘Let’s bring that down to eight,’’ Ben said, then ignited the 
twin afterburners. The Skipjet tore through the Martian clouds 
like a vengeful metal bird, pinning them momentarily to their 
seats. ‘‘I should buckle you down,”’ he told the bot. ‘‘Your 
little thruster can’t compensate.”’ 

*‘What do you mean, ‘little thruster’?’’ 

A half dozen responses came to Ben as he engaged the 
autopilot, then silently fastened the bot into the RIO’s seat. 

When he had first realized that Sierra Taurus’s brain data 
had been obtained by the invading mechs, he had mourned 
the loss of an old man who had once been an enemy but had 
become a respected friend. Subsequently, he had found com- 
municating with the guide bot/Sierra Taurus to be as painful 
as it was strange. The bot sounded and acted like Taurus, but 
all that personality came out of a small, blue frame. At times, 
he felt as though he were participating in a poorly dubbed film 
with voices emanating from chairs and tables instead of peo- 
ple. However, if he looked away, he could almost forget that 
Sierra had died. Yes, the bot’s voice sounded a bit tinnier, but 
it carried the same rhythm and inflection. The effect chilled 
Ben. 

He checked his new speed and adjusted heading. ‘‘Give me 
a revised ETA.’’ 

*‘Little thruster. You got nerve, buddy. Hey, I didn’t ask to 
be stuck inside a drone. You think I like this? You know, ’'m 
never going to get laid again. You know that, right?” 

**Just give me the damned ETA.”’ 

‘‘Seven minutes, twenty-one seconds. Clearing the atmo- 
sphere now. And FYI: Novak is a fairly small facility as pris- 
ons go, just twenty thousand square feet. I downloaded 
blueprints of the place before we left. Tell you what—it’s 
heavily defended. How’re we getting in?’’ 

‘*Front door. Thought you were briefed.”’ 

‘*Guess they didn’t tell me everything. So you’re going to 
stroll right in? Surveillance systems will ID you immediately. 
You think a fake ID and fake orders will get Swietzer released 
to your custody? The place is a sophisticated, corporate-run 
prison—which means it’s operated a lot more efficiently than 
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the military holes we’re used to. Irony is, once we get caught, 
we’ll already be where Dravis wants us.”’ 

‘‘Where’s your esprit de corps?’’ Ben asked, waxing hoarse 
like a Marine Corps drill sergeant. ‘“You got no faith, no 
traditions. You’ve forgotten who we were: Collective Earth 
Defense Marine Corps Patrol Pilots. We bow before none. I 
will teach you. You will learn. I will give you faith. I will 
give you traditions. Now let those corporate pogues hear the 
sound of a real CED Marine!’’ 

‘‘Captain Sierra Taurus, reporting for duty as ordered, sir!’’ 

Ben lifted his devil’s grin. ‘“Doesn’t that feel good?’’ 

‘*Yeah, for a whole second it felt really good. Say, Ben? 
You don’t have a plan for breaking into Novak, do you?’’ 

*‘Like I said, we’ll use the front door.’’ 

**This I have to see.”’ 


Five minutes later, as they approached Phobos, Ben studied 
a data bar beside a glowing, three-dimensional outline of the 
irregularly shaped satellite. Phobos: the larger and innermost 
moon of Mars. Twenty-one kilometers across. Surface heavily 
pocked with impact craters. Named after the dog of the Roman 
god Mars. Probably an asteroid captured by the gravitational 
pull of Mars. Appears to rise in the west and set in the east, 
usually twice each day. Nothing new there. Then again, it 
wasn’t like the computer would offer tips on busting Swietzer 
out of Novak by exploiting the moon’s geologic features. 
Clever idea, but not Ben’s. His plan relied upon swiftness and 
simplicity, and he half-believed it would work. Still, he 
couldn’t take all the credit. Harper had offered several strong 
ideas and a lot of assistance. 

*“We’re being hailed by Novak’s flight control,’’ the guide 
bot said. 

**Ignore > em.’ > 

**Bad idea. They’ll bring automated defense systems on- 
line. I count four batteries, each equipped with conventional 
and Plasma cannons. I count two roof-mounted SAM sites.”’ 

Out to starboard, Novak rolled into view. The facility’s 
white, polymeric construction shimmered against the moon’s 
asphalt-black. No way to miss the place. In fact, other than 
small communications stations, Novak stood as the moon’s 
primary structure. Two stories of the T-shaped building ap- 
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peared aboveground; four others lay buried in the ancient 
stone. A string of circular landing pads ran along the prison’s 
north side, their navigation lights dark. Novak’s small flight 
control tower rose ahead of them like a shiny phallus, with 
controllers concealed behind wide, highly reflective viewports. 
Ben finally spotted the main batteries: small, heavily shielded 
domes with quad cannons jutting out several meters. Those 
cannons swiveled toward him. The two rooftop surface-to-air 
missile launchers also rotated in his direction. He sighed and 
cursed. 


*‘They’ve locked on,’’ the guide bot said in Taurus’s 
matter-of-fact tone. ‘“We are a target.”’ 

“*Get ready for an emergency landing.”’ 

‘Don’t you mean a crash and burn?’ 

Ben’s gaze swept the sky over Novak. ‘‘C’mon. C’mon. 
Where are you?’ 

“*“Novak’s batteries are fully charged. The tower’s continu- 
ing to hail. Still want to ignore them?’’ 

**She’s late, dammit. She’s late. Open channel to Novak.”’ 

“‘Hey, tough guy. Thought you had this figured out. You’re 
sweating it now. Channel open.”’ 

*‘Novak Flight Control, this is Skipjet one-six-five-niner- 
three. Request emergency landing, roger.”’ 

Novak’s flight controller, an angry bald man with a long, 
natrow nose, appeared on Ben’s left display. ‘Hold position, 
Skipjet. Confirming ID.”’ 

“‘Can’t hold position. And we need to talk about my ID.”’ 

*‘Stand by,’’ the man barked. | 

Ben already disliked ‘the controller’s attitude, and the 
pogue’s hardened face didn’t win him more points. 

‘*T got an idea,’’ the guide bot said. 

**Shuddup.”’ 

**Skipjet, you are presently registered as an independent op- 
erator, but your license has expired. Request to land denied 
without positive ID.”’ 

**Do I need permission to crash? I’m coming in. Hydraulics 
system failing. Maneuvering thrusters unresponsive. Scan my 
ship yourself.’’ Ben frantically tapped in a series of commands 
on the main computer’s touchpad, shutting down hydraulics 
and bypassing maneuvering thrusters. 
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“‘For God’s sake, you idiot, I’m going to crash. You either 
permit me an emergency landing, or Ill shove this bird right 
down your throats. Your batteries and missiles will drain my 
shields, but I will reach your tower, and—well you know the 
rest. Sounds likes this: BOOM! You wanna take that chance?’’ 

**Stand by, Skipjet.’’ The screen went dark. 

**T got an idea,’’ the guide bot said. 

**Shuddup!”’ 

‘IT will not, mister, nor will I accept any other order deliv- 
ered in that tone. Now listen to me. If we—’’ 

The guide bot continued speaking, but Ben ignored it, train- 
ing every sense on the facility racing toward him. As they 
came within a quarter klick of the landing pads, passing with 
a whine of thrusters into Novak’s dome of artificial gravity, 
something streaked overhead. Ben tracked the object, a gleam- 
ing speck that descended upon the facility and suddenly ex- 
ploded in a swelling orb of blinding light. 

‘It’s about time,’’ he grunted, then two-handed the stick 
and braced for the blast wave’s impact. ‘“Computer. Engage 
anti-EMP system.”’ 

**Anti-EMP system activated. Gamma rays neutralized.”’ 

“‘Oh, I get it now,’’ the bot said. ‘Doc Warren wouldn’t 
tell me why she installed an anti-EMP device in my system. 
Wish she would’ve. It’s beautiful. A hybrid electromagnetic 
pulse bomb that creates its own atmospheric ionization to work 
in vacuum. The EMP will selectively take down Novak’s elec- 
tronics, drone security, and maybe even that interface they 
want to use on Swietzer. It'll spare life support and artigrav 
units. Like I said, beautiful...” 

‘I care a little more about taking out those batteries.”’ 

*‘Oh, it'll fry their systems, too. Unless, of course, they’ve 
rigged the place with anti-EMP systems. I know they’ve got 
them at Shiva and Valhalla.’’ . 

**Those are expensive. Harper says that Novak doesn’t have 
them. She’d better be right.”’ 

*“We’re still alive. That proves it.”’ 

“‘Not necessarily. Here comes the wave.”’ 

Rock fragments, whisked up from Phobos’s more shallow 
craters, hurtled toward the Skipjet. A few jagged stones pinged 
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off the jet’s forward shields in forewarning; then a storm of 
rock carried on the wave’s crest struck a tremendous blow, 
pummeling the Skipjet into an eighty-degree dive. 

‘*Pull up,”’ the guide bot said. 

‘‘Good idea,’’ Ben shot back. ‘“You going to keep backseat 
flying, or do I have to eject your ass?’’ 

‘*That’s right, Little Bird,’’ the guide bot went on, unfazed. 
**Level her off. Level her off.”’ 

Ben swore as he fought against the wave. The company 
bothered him more than the moment. They soared just twenty 
meters above the landing pads. He fired reverse thrusters, 
bringing the Skipjet to a jolting hover over the last pad. He 
activated the gear control panel, and the jet shuddered a mo- 
ment as the landing skids unfolded. 

*‘Gear down and locked,’’ the guide bot reported. 

A thousand yards stood between the pad and the facility’s 
north wing entrance. From Ben’s vantage point, he could eas- 
ily overlook the warning signs and forget that Novak was a 
prison. No old-fashioned fences or guard towers stood in his 
way. Some Earth prisons and even a few on Mars still relied 
on such measures because of lowered costs. But Ben knew 
very well where he had landed, and he knew all about the 
electronic minefield that encircled the place and extended to 
the pads themselves. The EMP should have knocked out the 
mines, but he wouldn’t take any chances. 

With a solid thud, the skids hit the pad. Ben ordered the 
Ship’s computer into standby mode, engaged the autotrack- 
and-fire system in case anyone decided to tamper with the 
plane while they were inside, then threw off his harness as the 
gull-wing canopies yawned open. 

The guide bot struggled against its bindings. ‘“You mind, 
Little Bird?’’ 

Ben freed the drone, grabbed his small backpack, then hus- 
tled down from the jet and headed for the aft loading ramp. 
‘Harper claims her device is accurate to within two seconds. 
We got thirty-one minutes to get in there, get the hostages out, 
and dust off. If we’re late, there’s a chance they could get 
their batteries back on-line. And once their comm’s back up, 
theyll call for merc air support.’’ He tapped a control panel, 
and the ramp lowered toward the pad. Then he crossed to one 
of the warning signs, where the guide bot floated. After fishing 
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out a small cord from his pack, Ben threw it over the guide 
bot, then gripped both ends. 

‘I know what you’re thinking,’’ the bot said dubiously, 
**but if the mines are still active, they’Il detect our heat source. 
Flying over the field won’t make a difference.”’ 

‘‘Iv’ll save us time. And if we do buy it, at least it'll be 
quick.”’ | 

The guide bot rose several meters, gave an exaggerated 
groan as it took on Ben’s full weight, then suddenly darted 
toward the door at a breakneck velocity. 

‘‘Whoa! Slow down!’ . 

With a Sierra Taurus trademark cackle, the bot increased 


speed. 


10 


Merely Players 


Gripping the drone, his arms straining against 

the force, Ben realized that the minefield had 
not activated, though it appeared now that the 
guide bot would kill him. The little bastard 
rushed up on the north-side entrance doors, then 
came to a sudden and hair-raising halt. With a jerk and an 
about-face, it lowered Ben to the smooth entranceway. He 
rubbed his sore arms for a second, then stowed the cord in his 
pack. He fished out a small U29 explosive the size of a deck 
of cards and placed the bomb near the doors’ darkened control 
panel. After setting the electronic timer, he stage-whispered, 
“*Five seconds!”’ 

They hustled around the wing’s corner. Ben hunkered down 
near the wall while the bot bobbed at his shoulder, purring 
softly. 

The explosion resounded with a thunderclap much too loud 
for a U29. The entire facility shuddered, and Ben wondered 
‘what the hell Harper’s people had used to make the bomb. He 
rose and started back, sidestepping razor-sharp hunks of smok- 
ing, glowing debris. His jaw fell open as he inspected the 
bomb’s full wrath. It had not only blown off the doors but had 
sheared away the entire entranceway, leaving a meter-deep 
crater. Lingering smoke unfurled over a pair of wasted Internal 
Tactical Droids. Beyond them, he spotted the first airlock. On 
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the other side of the lock lay a narrow corridor intersected by 
four or five others. 

Ben withdrew the pistols from his utility belt and checked 
each clip’s charge. Following the briefing, he had asked Har- 
per to obtain a pair of CED Marine Corps Q66 Plasma pistols 
instead of the pathetic PTMC standard-issue toy guns he had 
used in the past. Miraculously, she had come through and had 
also given him a portable anti-EMP unit that created a field 
so he could use the Plasma-based weapons. If guards fired at 
him, they’d be using conventional rifles and would have to 
get within a few meters for their slugs to penetrate his suit. 
He started cautiously toward the airlock. 

“*Here it is, Little Bird. Clock stands at twenty-four minutes 
until our EMP diversion goes pumpkin. Swietzer’s appoint- 
ment is not for another thirty minutes or so. We got two main 
labs on level four. Suggest we check them out first.’’ 

*“How many cell blocks we got again?’’ 

**Four on the lower levels. But like I said, we should hit 
the labs. I’m not getting anything from Swietzer’s personal 
locator. They probably had it removed. But I’m picking up 

Christiani and Manman on level four.”’ 
—. “Later. I want Swietzer first.”’ 

Ben holstered his pistols and gripped a manual release lever 
on the outer airlock door. It slid aside with a whoosh of air. 
They moved inside, and he sealed the door after them. He 
repeated the process on the inner door and hurried into the 
corridor as the guide bot launched a spikelike flare that lit their 
path with a soft, gold light. 

*‘Lifts are off-line,’’ the bot said. ‘‘Follow me to the stair- 
well.”’ 

They cut left down an intersecting hall that dead-ended in 
a sealed door marked Stairwell 6B. Ben tried the lever. 
Locked. The door’s unlit control panel wouldn’t help. He 
stood back, threw a look down the hall, then fired. The lock 
mechanism sizzled and melted. He booted in the door— 

To lock gazes with a guard in full environment suit. She 
brandished a conventional rifle at point-blank, suit-penetrating 
range. Her black crew cut, black lightning bolt tattooed on her 
forehead, and silver nose, lip, and brow rings told Ben that 
killing him would be easy for her. She clearly knew how to 
give and take pain. ‘“Weapons on the floor, asshole!”’ 
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‘*Hey, I’m cool with that. Just don’t—’’ 

Thump! 

The guard’s face, now illumined by one of the guide bot’s 
flares protruding from her chest, turned tight and pale. She 
dropped her rifle, clutched the flare, and, with her suit hissing 
loudly, collapsed to the landing. 

Ben glanced over his shoulder. ‘“Thanks.’’ 

‘*Il’m winking, but you can’t see it,”’ the bot said. ‘‘And Pll 
call in the favor. I always do.”’ 

‘*And I hate owing people—especially you.’’ Ben stepped 
over the fallen guard and descended the stairs. 

On the next landing, he found that the door would open 
from the inside. He peered furtively into another maze of in- 
tersecting corridors designed by the unimaginative. ‘“Where 
are the labs?’’ 

‘‘We need to take this corridor to the end, turn left, and 
they’ ll be on the right side.”’ 

**You picking up any movement in there? I don’t want any 
more surprises.”’ 

‘‘EMP’s producing a lot of local interference.’’ 

**There’s my luck again.’’ With that, Ben hurried out, steal- 
ing through the shadows near the wall. 

The bot whirred past him, and as they crossed the first in- 
tersection, a cacophony of conventional Vulcan fire pinged off — 
the ceiling and walls. Ben thought he felt a round glance off 
his helmet as he dove for cover. ‘How many?’’ 

‘*T count four guards,’’ the bot said. 

Digging nervously through his pack, Ben produced a 
45XB7 ‘‘party’’ grenade, a cigar-sized cylinder with a bang 
most appropriate for his audience. He thumbed the arming - 
button and tossed it around the corner. 

Multiple reports sounded as the grenade exploded and re- 
leased tiny, heat-seeking bomblets that shared a fleeting mo- 
ment of intimacy with each of the guards. Ben moved gingerly 
to the corner and took a look at his attackers. They lay in 
bloody, steaming hunks across the floor. He closed his eyes 
and shivered. Just yesterday, he would have said that hostages 
like Swietzer, Christiani, and Manman were expendable; that 
was the old Marine Corps SOP before the company had bribed 
the brass into weakness and indecision. And here Ben stood, 
admittedly working against the company but killing innocents 
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in the name of rescuing hostages. In abandoning both the 
Corps and the company, had he also abandoned his principles? 

The guide bot slipped up behind him. ‘‘Let’s go.”’ 

Ben snapped from his daze, turned, and jogged after the 
bot, throwing looks over his shoulders as the bot’s flares 
clanged into place. 

**They’re just ahead,”’ the drone said, cutting sharply into 
a final corridor. 

‘*Hold up,’’ Ben said, then staked himself out near the wall. 
Ocher-colored light pulsed from beyond an open door to their 
right. Two more Internal Tactical Droids lay on the floor 
nearby, unmoving. ‘‘Is that the first lab?’’ 

“*Yeah. And it’s open. We do have some luck.”’ 

‘They got power?’’ 

**T don’t know. EMP should’ve knocked it out.”’ 

**So what’s that?’’ 

‘*You wanna talk or find out?’’ The bot pivoted and zipped 
off, then slowed as it neared the door. 

**Wait!’’ 

But the guide bot buzzed into the room. Ben followed and 
nearly collided with the drone since it had stopped just inside. 
Ducking, he moved into the lab, into the glow— 

And froze himself. 

A bizarre and grotesque sight stood surrounded by walls of 
monitors and columns of unfamiliar equipment that rose like 
the pillars of an electronic cathedral. Fifteen, maybe twenty 
gurmeys sat in rows, each supporting a naked human body 
covered by a thick, orange gel that pulsed with light. Tubes 
extended from arms and connected to instruments shaped like 
pyramids. Of various size, shape, and sex, the bodies all lay 
supine and inert, awaiting the return of their deranged doctors. 

‘*Former executives, no doubt,’’ the guide bot said. 

**What’s this stuff?’’ 

“*Scan tells me jack. Probably some kind of conducting sub- 
stance. Could be used in preparation for or to test the cerebral 
interface.’’ The bot glided slowly over the bodies, toward the 
back of the lab, toward an operating table overhung by me- 
chanical arms. ‘‘I’ll be damned. Ben? Get over here.’’ 

*“What?’’ Ben threaded through the gurneys, and his gaze 
came to rest on an unconscious, middle-aged man with di- 
sheveled hair and a long moustache. The man wore a 
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standard white hospital gown, and his feet involuntarily 
twitched. 

‘*Positive ID on Dr. Karl Swietzer. Looks like we caught 
them in the act. They just sedated him. Don’t think they’ve 
attached the interface. Look at that container. It’s filled with 
the gel. They were getting ready to apply it.”’ 

Ben crossed to a worktable and lifted the container. ‘‘Okay, 
I buy that. Sort of. But the EMP hits, and they just leave him 
here? No way. Something’s wrong 

‘i all. the confesion, they coukd've shaban 
Handy’s probably up in his control room, trying to figure out 
what happened. 

‘‘If Swietzer is as important as Harper says he is, they 
would’ ve transported him to a secure area at the first sign of 
trouble. Remember, Handy’s got eight guards, three doctors, 
a few nurses, and—what is it, two or three administrative as- 
sistants? That’s plenty of help. Handy’s not this careless.”’ 

*‘Wish we had time to speculate. Find us something to rig 
a harness. [ll carry him out of here while you walk point.’’ 

Ben holstered his weapons and found some tubing attached 
to what he guessed were medical monitors. He tore it free, 
and within a minute he had fastened the harness. He tied it 
around Swietzer’s waist, slung it under the researcher’s shoul- 
ders, then affixed the other end to the bot. In a sight nearly as 
strange as the gel-slick bodies, the guide bot lifted Swietzer, 
who now seemed attached to an invisible crucifix. 

‘All right,’’ Ben said, drawing his pistols. ‘‘Let’s get the 
other two. Time?’’ 

‘Seventeen minutes.”’ 


They encountered no resistance on their way to the level- 
four cell block. Ben jerked at the slightest reflection in his 
faceplate, at the tiniest fluctuation in shadow. The remaini 
guards should be scouring the facility. Where were they? Set- 
ting up an ambush on the entrance level? 3 

With a tightening throat, he led the bot down a long, gray 
hall lined on both sides by polymeric bars. They left cell after 
empty cell behind until they came upon a young man dressed 
in a black straitjacket and seated on a toilet. The man bolted 
up, wearing nothing more than the jacket. ‘“You eat space or 
space eats you. Don’t bother to breathe it in with monkeys or 
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try to find some absurdity with the universe that resides in a 
soiled bedsheet or on a paper napkin sitting on a countertop 
in a restaurant fifteen megaparsecs away. Don’t bother to eat 
the space or the space will eat you.’’ The guy ran to the back 
of his cell, then charged toward the bars, lowering his head 
like a bull. Ben recoiled as the guy bounced off the bars and 
tumbled to the deck. 

*“Hey, man? Somebody there?’’ 

Ben started toward the voice, and, as his luck would invar- 
iably have it, they found Christiani and Manman in the last 
cell. 

**Oh, thank God, man,”’’ the tall one said, his eyes flashing 
in an inhuman gold, his long, beaded hair rattling. ‘‘I some- 
how knew you’d come. I knew it’d be you. Fate has brought 
us together, a couple old Haitians and you. And there’s Dr. 
Swietzer. Praise be.’’ 

“Don’t listen to him, brother,’’ the short, dumpy one in- 
structed. “‘Just get us out.’’ 

**You Christiani?’’ he asked the little man. 

The tall one raised a finger, a cocky grin splitting his ebony 
face. ‘‘He’s not that lucky.”’ 

Sloughing off his pack, Ben unclipped a flap and withdrew 
another of his explosives, a coaster-sized disc that he placed 
on the door’s rectangular panel. He needn’t warn the Haitians 
to take cover; they already crouched behind their bunks. 

‘All set?” 

‘*Blow it, brother!’’ Manman cried. 

Ben fingered the disc’s arming button. 

But before the bomb went off, a round of conventional fire 
echoed through the hall. Ben turned, flinching at the explosion 
and squeezing off a half dozen globules of Plasma fire that 
swept up the corridor. With a strangled cry, a guard clutched 
his neck and fell. 

Christiani and Manman staggered through a dissipating 
smoke cloud, coughing and covering their faces. Ben tossed 
- one of his pistols to Christiani, who dropped it. 

**Maybe you’d better take it,’’ Ben told Manman. 

But Christiani scooped up the weapon and leered at Ben. 

“*Let’s hustle,’’ the bot said. ‘“Thirteen minutes until the 
EMP’s history.’’ 

With a nod, Ben led the group forward, away from Strait- 
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jacket Boy’s resumed shouting about monkeys and Ben’s large 
brain. Manman fetched the fallen guard’s rifle. 

**You don’t need a gun,”’ Christiani told his counterpart. 

“I'll take it. You won’t stop me.”’ 

**‘Just shuddup and watch your fire,’’ Ben told them, his 
gaze trained on the corridor. ‘‘If I’m going to get whacked, it 
had better be from one of their rounds.”’ 

*‘Don’t worry,’’ Christiani said. “‘If anybody dies from 
friendly fire, it’ll be Manman.”’ 

*‘Brother, if you don’t stop threatening me—’’ 

Ben raised a fist. ‘‘Shush!’’ A faint booming from above 
had caught his attention. He faced the guide bot. ‘“That’s our 
autotrack-and-fire. They’re messing with the ship.”’ 


Several minutes later, another guard took a few poorly 
placed shots at them as they exited the stairwell. Ben picked 
off the guard, whose roll-and-fire offensive had been much too 
slow. They forged on, jogging at a good clip toward the air- 
lock. As they reached the inner door, Ben’s shoulders shrank. 
*‘Aw man, I forgot the e-suits in the hold.”’ 

“I was wondering about that,’’ Manman said. ‘‘Me and 
vacuum don’t get along.”’ 

“*‘Well,’’ he began darkly, ‘‘if our ride is still there, I'll be 
back with suits.’’ He opened the inner door to a brief whistle 
of air. Christiani helped him seal the inner door, and, after a 
considerable amount of pulling, he managed to free the outer 
door. His boots swept out from under him as the air vented. 
He got to his feet, then headed for the rubble of the entrance. 

There, he gazed across the minefield to the Skipjet, which 
looked intact, its underwing cannons rotating to find targets. 

They’ve probably placed a few snipers on the roof to make 
it look good. They’ll fire at me as I run to the ship, but the 
rounds will fall wide because they want me to rescue Swietzer. 
Why? Does he already have the interface? This reeks of 
Dravis. And, as usual, I’m stuck running his maze. 

He sprinted around the crater and into the open, spun, and 
directed his pistol to the roof. 

_ Conventional rounds rained down on him from two snipers, 
even as he returned fire. Dirt erupted within a meter. The snip- 
ers paused a second, and he whirled back and bounded for the 
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Skipjet. As predicted, volleys tore through his footprints and 
paralleled his step, none coming very— 

A round chewed into his heel, he tripped, caught himself, » 
then returned to his sprint. The flight suit’s damage control 
computer reported that only the first layer of his boot had been 
breached. Maybe they do want me dead. 

As he neared the Skipjet, the main computer’s voice came 
through his headset. ‘‘Pilot identity confirmed. Autotrack sys- 
tem bypassing.’’ 

He pounded up the loading ramp and seized the first e-suit 
pack with attached helmet from a wall compartment. Then a 
better idea took hold. ‘‘Computer. Engage liftoff sequence. 
Keep ramp and skids lowered. Set ship down at north wing 
entrance with bow facing north. Get us in as close as you 
can.’”’ 

*“Maneuvering thrusters on-line. Engaging liftoff se- 
quence.’’ 

Ben gripped a wall rung as the Skipjet rose from the pad. 
Slugs from his buddies on the roof bounced harmlessly off the 
jet’s shields. That’s right, guys. Make it look good, and Dravis 
might hire you for another charade. 

After a few seconds, he felt the plane rotate, and the shat- 
tered entrance slid into view. He grabbed the three e-suit packs 
and charged down the ramp. Just three meters stood between 
the loading ramp and the corridor’s ample cover. But the snip- 
ers exploited that gap, clicking off a spate of slugs as Ben 
frantically bridged the distance. If I got shot, I didn’t feel it, 
he thought as he passed into the corridor. 

Getting through the airlock wasted another forty-five sec- 
onds. But the real time-waster came in suiting up. Finally, 
Christiani, Manman, and the still-unconscious Swietzer were 
ready to move. 

**How much time?’’ Ben asked the guide bot. 

*‘We ran out thirty seconds ago. A remote comm station 
about a kilometer away is now in contact with this facility, 
and Handy’s people have installed a new cell in one of the 
batteries. They’ll have cannons on-line in a few minutes.”’ 

‘‘Lovely. Okay, come on!’’ Ben rushed everyone through 
the airlock, then pulled up the rear as they scrambled for the 
loading ramp. Sniper fire lanced out, striking the guide bot, 
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but the little drone kept on, dragging Swietzer into the hold. 

‘‘Computer! Emergency liftoff!’’ Ben cried as he entered 
the hold. ‘“Bring in the gear. Seal the ramp.’’ He showed 
Manman the wall harnesses. ‘‘Get Swietzer buckled down. 
Then strap yourselves in.’’ He hustled into the access tube, 
reached the pit, and plopped hard into his seat. He glanced 
through the side canopy at the shrinking landing pad. 

**Radar Intercept Officer present and accounted for,’’ the 
guide bot said, floating into the cockpit and setting down be- 
side Ben. He strapped in the little bot, then toggled off the 
autopilot. 

**T think we’ll make it,’’ the bot said. ‘‘Out of battery range 
in five, four, three, two ... out of range.”’ 

Starry night filled the canopy, and Phobos became an insig- 
nificant smudge against Mars’s thousand hues of red and or- 
ange. 

We're clearing the last of the EMP distortion. FLIR report 
is looking... bad. I read four bandits on intercept course, 
bearing two-five-nine by six-one-three. [Ded as Pyro-GX at- 
tack planes assigned security patrol to Eta Sigma Station.”’ 

‘‘Go stealth. Low emissions. Computer switch to combat 
interface mode.”’ 

*“Mode established.”’ 

Now Ben would receive most of his data via voice and 
could select weapons and acquire targets through voice com- 
mands as well—all in an effort to keep his eyes on the sky—a 
pretty old, pretty standard avionics capability that few pilots 
did not exploit. 

‘*Sorry, Little Bird. Bastards got a lock on us before we 
went stealth. Missile is away. ID in progress. It’s a Mercury, 
fast mover, a hybrid with guidance capability.”’ 

“‘Chaff!’? Ben ordered. A millisecond later, a cloud of 
gleaming, superheated metal fragments burst from an aft sta- 
tion. He turned on his wing ninety degrees, leaving the decoy 
behind. 

‘*Missile reaching countermeasures... and bypassing. Still 
locked on.”’ 

Setting his jaw, Ben pulled into a six-G loop, focusing on 
his breathing to help the flight suit push the blood from his 
lower extremities back into his head. 


68 PETER TELEP 


“*Laser range on missile established,’’ the bot said. ‘‘Fifty- 
five meters and closing at twelve o’clock.’’ 

**Can’t fool it, so we shoot it down. But it’s moving too 
fast to get a lock. Gotta wait until we’re in visual range. And 
tallyho! There it is!”’ 


11 


Grave Situation 


Ben drew in a long breath as the moment got 
inside him, jumped along his nerves. He cen- 
tered his reticle over the oncoming Mercury 
missile and fired a volley of gold bolts that tore 
into the projectile. 

Ten meters. Nine. Eight— 

The missile exploded in a fiery, fragment-filled storm that 
momentarily swallowed the Skipjet, then spat it away. The 
ship rolled bow over stern as Ben frantically fired maneuvering 
thrusters. Curses rang out from the hold. He slowed the roll, 
then abruptly leveled off. 

‘*Forward shield is toast,’’ the guide bot reported. ‘“We took 
some damage to the cone. FLIR off-line.”’ 

**Get a nanotech repair crew on it.”’ 

‘*This isn’t a Pyro, Little Bird. None available.’’ 

‘‘Damn it. They’re faster and more maneuverable. They 
outnumber and outgun us. And now we can’t track them.”’ 

*‘My radar can detect any uncloaked bogey out to a thou- 
sand meters. And we have another bird headed our way, bear- 
ing—’ ° 

The bot’s words echoed distantly as Ben slammed the stick 
right, cutting into a tight, descending turn toward Mars. The 
afterburners flamed on, and he felt two, three, then four Gs 
before the damned flight suit pressurized and he could blink 
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away the tunnel vision that always accompanied high-G ma- 
neuvers. ‘‘Give me an insertion vector.”’ 

*“Working,’’ the bot responded. ‘‘Course laid in and on- 
screen.”’ 

Stiff as steel and swearing over his dark radar screen, Ben 
adjusted his heading so that the Skipjet would make planetfall 
and not become a white-hot streak wished on by stargazers. 
A two-degree margin of error convinced him to engage the 
autopilot as the jet penetrated Mars’s upper atmosphere. The 
unshielded cone warmed and grew red, and the ocher sky 
whipped into view. A downdraft struck hard, his harness dug 
in, and the Skipjet shimmed as the computer readjusted course. 

**Got one of our contacts on my scope.’ 

The guide bot had not finished its report when Gauss cannon 
fire beat a two-two rhythm on the aft shields. 

‘‘Autopilot disengage. Systems reestablish voice command 
combat mode.”’ 

**Affirmative,’’ the computer said. 

**Project IIC report on HUD.”’ 

“*Projecting.”’ 

A 3-D outline of the landscape with accompanying data bar 
stitched across the display. He grinned with bitter irony as he 
realized that he descended toward the Maunder Crater region, 
where his ex-wife had resided before Dravis had taken her. © 
He broke away from the crater and headed northeast toward 
Hellespontus Montes, a thousand-kilometer stretch of moun- 
tainous terrain. Red Acropolis lay beyond the mountains, but 
‘Ben would not lead the fighters there. Something else on the 
HUD intrigued him: a swirling mass nearly a kilometer in 
diameter and moving north at a few kticks per hour in a course 
parallel to Hellespontus. 

“‘Give me aft-cam view.”’ 

The monitor to his left switched to a jittery picture of the 
Pyro-GX in pursuit. 

**‘Bogey dope, Little Bird. Too bad we don’t have a Smart 
bomb solution for our tailgater.”’ 

Pulling up from his forty-five-degree descent, Ben waited 
until the Skipjet leveled off— 

Then he braked hard, tipped the nose up, and booted reverse 
thrusters. The Pyro flew on by, but Ben guessed that the old 
trick wouldn’t fool its pilot, which was why he braked again, 
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fired forward thrusters, and climbed seventy-five degrees. 

True to form, the enemy pilot pivoted sharply to turn back 
on Ben and get his lock. - 

_ Now Ben flew over the Pyro. He pictured the pilot’s stunned 
expression as he snapped the Skipjet’s nose down, throttled 
up, and rattled off a combination of laser and conventional fire 
that pounded the living hell out of the Pyro’s shields until they 
died on the starboard side. He unloosed more bolts that ripped 
into the Pyro’s lower wing and blew it into scorched scrap. 
“*‘Well, it ain’t the plane that makes the fighter,’’ he shouted, 
then roared through the debris. The Pyro plummeted toward 
the ridged plains. A brief flash indicated that the pilot had 
ejected, but Ben couldn’t find the pod. 

**Wind’s picking up,’’ the bot said. ‘“Williwaws coming in 
from the mountains.”’ 

The drone wasn’t kidding. Ben fought with the vibrating 
stick. Squalls blasted powdery sand over the canopy. “‘Still 
got three back there, eh?’’ 

*“You can bet they’re back there, but they’re out of my 
range. Wait a minute. Got one now. Signature’s small. It’s a 
missile. Ill try to ID. Dammit. Ghost 1 image. False signature. 
Got the real bird. Impact in— 

How about zero seconds, Ben thought miserably as the 
bomb detonated over his aft shields, drained them to nothing, 
then struck his thruster cones. The engines gave a terrific 
whine, and the jet shook like a rickety roller coaster. Then 
glowing blue feelers of energy groped at his avionics systems, 
shorting out displays and touchpads without prejudice. | 

‘‘Mega missile impact,’’ the bot said. ‘“Thrust failing in 
starboard engine. Port engine off-line.’’ 

‘‘Computer. Go to manual, non-powered flight control.’’ 

‘*Attempting to initiate. Relays damaged. Partial link estab- 
lished.”’ 

The bot gave a little snort. ‘‘So now we’re a glider. But not 
for long. They can bring us down with a peashooter if they 
want to.”’ 

‘*Not in there,’’ Ben said, pointing at an opaque, oval mass 
of wind-whipped dust and rock fragments that resembled a 
swaying woolly mammoth. ‘‘Dust storm. Pretty violent. First 
time I’m happy to see one.”’ 

“*You know the story of Lieutenant Rocola, Little Bird?’’ 
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**Yeah, so what? That idiot thought he could supercruise 
through one. I got another idea.’’ 

He eased the stick forward, and it took a moment for the 
Skipjet to respond. The storm’s periphery winds thrashed the 
wings, and anything in the cockpit that could rattle did. Vis- 
ibility decreased at an alarming rate as the air thickened with 
sand. 

**Hello,’’ the bot said as phosphorus-blue bolts slashed by 
the port wing. 

Another volley struck the starboard wing, kicking the jet 
onto its side. Ben muscled the stick, rolling upright. Then he 
looked back toward a loud creak from the stern. 

Through the canopy, through a grainy orange sheet of dust, 
the nose of a Pyro-GX appeared fifty meters behind him. Its 
Helix cannons suddenly blazed, and the globules fell in a com- 
pact spray over the Skipjet. Ben regarded the storm, now about 
a thousand meters away, then looked to another creak from 
the stern. Chunks of his damaged thrusters peeled back, flut- 
tered, then ripped off to disintegrate in the rotating bands of 
Helix fire. 

All he needs is a direct hit. And something’s telling me that 
this bastard won’t hold back, whether this whole thing’s a 
setup or not. He’s flying like he wants the kill. 

Lacking the power to perform any true evasion maneuvers, 
Ben simply broke into a long, lazy S pattern, snaking his way 
toward the storm and trying to vary his turns enough to keep 
the enemy pilot guessing. 

The cockpit quaked violently as two globules glanced off 
the fuselage, just a meter from Ben’s elbow. 

A blink later, scores of lightning-white lasers joined the He- 
lix fire and painted a lethal aurora. Ben hazarded a glance 
back. Yes, the remaining two Pyros had caught up. Small ex- 
plosions reverberated from the already heavily damaged 
thrusters as the Skipjet became a polymeric pincushion for 
incoming fire. 

Ben dove, dove for all he was worth. He swept along the 
rocky plain, coming within thirty meters of the surface, 
twenty, ten, five... 

Green orbs of Plasma struck the portside wing in multiple 
triplets. Pieces of the wing burned off; it fluttered a moment, 
then a particularly brutal updraft tore it away. The Skipjet 
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whipped over and banked hard as Ben jerked on a lever at his 
hip. The starboard wing detached and tumbled away as the 
plane penetrated the dust storm, held course for a millisecond, 
then blew into the swirling torrents of sand. 

‘“We’re screwed now, Little Bird!’’ 

*‘Got anything on your radar?’’ 

‘‘Mountain wall at five hundred meters. Whoa!’’ 

Ben’s shoulders stung as the jet suddenly plunged. He sus- 
pected that at any second the plane would strike the surface 
and bury itself in the soft sand. But they kept falling, falling 
longer than they should. They had only been a few meters 
above the plain, but the storm must have carried them up a 
hundred meters, maybe even a thousand. , 

With zero warning, the Skipjet impaled the surface, throw- 
ing him forward so hard that he swore his harness would snap 
and he would slingshot through the Plexi. A wall of burnt 
orange sand rose over the canopy as he fell back into his seat. 
The wind pounded and bellowed, and the plane shook as 
though in fear of the storm’s mighty force. He sat there 
breathing a moment, feeling his shoulders throb under the har- 
ness. 

**You all right?’’ the bot asked. 

*“Yeah.’’ He fumbled in the dark for a small compartment 
beside his seat, opened it, and withdrew a penlight. A faint 
and eerie glow filled the cockpit and complemented the 
already-dismal moment. Sand covered the entire canopy, and 
the wind’s roar grew fainter. 

‘*If the storm doesn’t move on soon, we’ll be buried alive,”’ 
the guide bot noted. 

‘But we lost those fighters, didn’t we?’’ he asked grimly. 

‘‘We sure did. Call it your last victory. How much O, do 
you have left?’’ 

Ben checked the gauge on his utility belt. ‘“Didn’t get much 
of a refill before systems went off-line. Two-point-two hours. 
Our friends in the hold should have a little more.’’ He de- 
tached the ship’s lines from his flight suit. 

‘*We’re on the border of Nomad territory. I can still func- 
tion in the thinner air, but—’’ 

‘“We can’t use the emergency uplink. It’ll bring those fight- 
ers right back here.”’ 

Behind them, the hold’s door slid slowly aside, and Chris- 
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tiani’s wide, gold eyes lit the cockpit. “‘My God, man. Are 
you even remotely familiar with flying? Have you ever seen 
a bird? Even Manman would not have—’’ 

**You, I don’t need,’’ Ben said. ‘‘Get your ass back to the 
hold. As soon as this storm passes, we’re moving out.”’ 

“‘Moving where, man? We’re being buried!”’ 

‘Listen, my beaded brother, this ship—or what’s left of it— 
is still mine. So get back there.’’ 

The man broke into a rant, using words unfamiliar to Ben, 
though it took little imagination to translate. 

‘“Well, the fuel cell’s history,’’ the bot said. ‘““We got no 
power to open the canopy. And even if we did, I’m not sure 
we’d want to. We don’t know how much sand is above us. I 
can’t get an accurate reading.”’ 

‘‘The pod’s got its own fuel cell. We’ll eject and punch a 
hole in this little grave. Then we can toss down some lines 
and haul the others up.’’ 

‘“What if the pod can’t break through?’’ 

**The explosion will kill us. Still beats waiting around to 
=” 

‘‘Harper must’ve monitored our progress. She probably 
knows we’re here. She’s just waiting until the storm moves 
and our merc buddies clear out; then she’ll send in a rescue 
team.”’ 

‘“Even if that’s true, she still doesn’t know how much ox- 
ygen we have left. She might send in that team after we’ve 
all been dead for a couple of hours.’ ” He smirked. ‘‘I’d hate 
to see her waste those resources.’ 

““We can be wiseasses about this, or just plain wise. No 
matter what we do, v we’ ll have to wait until the storm passes. 
Agreed?” 

*‘What if the storm is still overhead in a couple of hours? 
I'll blow this pod anyway. Once we’re out, we might be able 
to get help from some of the Nomads in this area.”’ 

“‘Help from them? There’s an old Bedouin proverb: The 
jackal is a lion in his neighborhood.”’ 

Ben gave a dispirited laugh, then pointed the light once 
more at the sand-covered canopy. He listened for the wind, 
but it had shied away. He suddenly felt like some military 
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eccentric who had requested to be buried in his jet and had 
woken up very much alive and very much buried. At least he 
had company. Of course, they would all blame him for their 
deaths. He didn’t mind. He’d always feared dying alone. 
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But We Just Got Home 


Dravis reached across the bed and stroked Ms. 
= Green’s long hair, which shined a lustrous gold 
in the Earth’s light pouring in through the view- 
port behind them. She opened her eyes, 
stretched her arms above her head, and sighed 
as the sheet slipped down, exposing her ample breasts. ‘‘At 
the risk of sounding clichéd, that was wonderful.”’ 

“*Yes, it was a particularly excellent lunch,’’ he said, nearly 
tasting the pasta again. ‘“My new chef, Davide, is a rare find. 
Like you.”’ 

“*T wasn’t talking about the food.”’ 

*‘Ms. Green, you possess the powerful magic to make an 
old man blush.”’ 

She rolled on her side, beaming at him. “‘It’s like a fairy 
_ tale—this magnificent canopy bed, the window, all of your 

antique furniture that once belonged to kings and heads of 
_ state, the art on the walls, the lighting that’s just so right, and 
the opera. I wish I knew more about music. Then I could 
appreciate it as much as you.”’ 

“Pll teach you, my dear. Ill teach you all you want to learn. 
But right now I’m intrigued by the thought that both of us 
should be working, that we’ve abandoned our posts and are 
lying here like naughty adolescents. It thrills me.”’ 

“*And here I am, sleeping with my boss, an act as condem- 
nable as treason.”’ 
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*‘On the contrary, Ms. Green. I know of no better way to 
express your loyalty.”’ 

**Shall I express it again?’’ She lifted her brows, and sud- 
denly she appeared a statuesque woman of copper, an enchant- 
ress whose three decades of life had taught her more than 
Dravis could have imagined. Her every look, every word 
seemed pulled from his fantasies. 

With a demon’s. accursed timing, the vidphone rang. He 
frowned. Ms. Green’s sultry expression slipped into a pout. 
Sighing, Dravis sat up. ‘“Caller?’’ 

‘Priority transmission. ID and origination encrypted.”’ 

Dravis reached for his silk robe, stood, then slipped it on. 
‘*Well, this is our first interruption in nearly two hours. That’s 
not bad for people as busy as us, wouldn’t you say?’’ 

She smiled tightly. ‘“You don’t need an excuse. Take the 
call. And take it privately if you must.”’ 

‘**Thank you.’’ He faced the portable phone, which sat on 
a grand oak nightstand nearly two centuries old. ‘‘Acknowl- 
edge caller and instruct to hold.’’ The phone gave a beep of 
compliance as Dravis padded out of the bedroom and into the 
living room, where he took a seat on the sofa facing another 
vidphone positioned on his marble coffee table. ‘‘Accept 
call.’’ 

A well-tanned man with boyish good looks grinned at 
Dravis. ‘‘Hello there, Samuel.”’ 

‘‘Mr. Handy. To what do I owe this most unfortunate in- 
terruption?’’ 

‘‘The rebels sent another rescue party for Swietzer, as you 
predicted. They knocked out our defenses with an EMP de- 
vice.”’ 

‘‘Bravo. That’s clever. Was this rescue party successful?’’ 

‘‘They sent one man and a guide bot. He rescued all three 
individuals and caused a considerable amount damage to my 
facility.’’ 

**Have we [Ded this man?’’ 

**Security systems were knocked out. We did overhear the 
guide bot address him as ‘Little Bird.’ ”’ 

Dravis closed his eyes and searched his memory. ‘“That 
chide is so familiar. Maybe St. John is alive.’’ He opened his 
eyes. “‘Did this Little Bird face ample resistance?’’ 
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“‘He did. We even called in four mercs from Eta Sigma. 
They shot him down over Hellespontus.’”’ 

**You fool. You could have—’’ 

‘**You’re thinking too hard with that large brain, sir. Mercs 
are pretty sure they landed okay. But they did set down in the 
middle of a sandstorm to evade our fighters.”’ 

**They’ll be buried, run out of oxygen, and die, you idiot.’’ 

*‘No, they won’t. I instructed one of our fighters to drop a 
beacon over their location. If the rebels at Acropolis don’t pick 
them up, the CED will. Relax. You’re letting your space eat 
you.”’ 

‘*T instructed you to pose convincing resistance, not shoot 
them down. And this beacon could reveal our motives.”’ 

*‘They sent in an individual with obvious military training. 
It takes a little more than prison guards to persuade someone 
like that. The beacon could simply be interpreted as our desire 
to take them alive. Now if we had done this my way, you 
would have the information you require without this expensive | 
ploy.”’ 

**Swietzer is too valuable to trust to your untested cerebral 
interface.”’ 

**Untested?’’ Handy lowered his voice. ‘‘Have you had any 
problems with your Ms. Green lately? I suspect she is every- 
thing you could ever have wanted in an assistant...in a 
woman. When you look into her new eyes, you don’t see the 
interface behind them. You see only devotion.”’ 

**She hasn’t been through synaptic security training. There’s 
no conflict between information buried in her subconscious 
and my request for it. I’ve seen how that conflict drives a man 
insane after we attach your little device. Moreover, you have 
no data on long-term side effects.’’ 

*“You’re worried about those? I assumed that after you re- 
ceived what you wanted from Swietzer, you’d turn him over 
to me for behavior management enhancement.”’ 

‘‘And I will. After he leads me to the information I re- 
quire.”’ ‘ 

**What makes you so certain he will?’’ 

‘**‘Oh, trust me, my dear Mr. Handy. The rebels want that 
information as much as I do. They’ll convince him to retrieve 
_ it. And we’ll be waiting.”’ ; 
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‘*That’s too simple for my taste. I’m sure they know you’re 
onto them.”’ 

‘“‘'m sure they do. But they’re powerless without that in- 
formation. They must obtain it. And that desire leaves them 
vulnerable.’’ 

‘‘When you get a chance, you should come up and see me 
for some stress management training. I can say this because 
we’ ve known each other for a long time, Samuel. You’re look- 
ing a bit old there and sounding very . . . 1 don’t know, off.”’ 

‘‘T assure you, I’m quite on. Do you have anything else?’’ 

‘*T’ve already called in maintenance crews. I assume my 
budget will accommodate these unforeseen expenses?’ 

‘‘We will coordinate with finance and accounting. I’m sure 
we can help. Dravis out.’’ He stood and shook out the kinks 
in his arms and neck. /’m really looking that old? He crossed 
back into the bedroom, where the lovely Ms. Green lay wait- 
ing. One look at her, and he found his youth. 


‘*You hear that?’’ the guide bot asked. 

Ben’s gaze lifted to the canopy, to the hollow rumble of an 
engine and the hum of hydraulics. ‘“Well, somebody found us. 
It’s probably Dravis and his cronies, come to gloat. Then 
again, I don’t care who it is. I got four minutes of oxygen left. 
Puts things into perspective.’’ 

‘“You know, that’s something I really miss—breathing, and 
a sense of smell,’’ the bot said. ‘“You take that for granted. 
Don’t you?’’ 

A rotating brush with coarse bristles suddenly appeared 
above them, clearing away yards of sand by the second. Flick- 
ering light filled the cockpit, and Ben opened the door to the 
hold. ‘‘You guys can stop praying. God’s come with a 
shovel.”’ 


Neither the Collective Earth Defense nor the rebels at Red 
Acropolis had rescued Ben and the others. Instead, the crew 
from a construction site about two kilometers away had wit- 
nessed the storm and the crash and had sent over digging ma- 
chinery. The crew’s presence and immediate help seemed so 
convenient that Ben could only shake his head at the sky and 
mutter ‘“Thanks.”’ 

Of course, by the time the construction crew had them all 
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standing on the surface, a dropshuttle from the CED Army 
base near Dawes Crater had landed, as well as a transport from 
Red Acropolis. While Harper did her explaining to an Army 
colonel, Ben and the others refreshed their air supplies and 
_ piled into the transport. Swietzer remained unconscious, and 
Ben grinned over the irony that everything now focused on a 
man who remained blithely unaware. 

On the way back to the facility, Harper sat beside Ben and 


attempted a professional grilling. 
**l’m beat,’’ he said, then yawned to prove it. ‘‘You got 
Swietzer back. Now, if you don’t mind...’’ He closed his 


eyes. ‘‘Later on, we’ll talk about paybac ” 
But she kept talking. Words echoed. The transport’s thrust- 
ers hummed him to sleep. 


Ben caught another nap on the subway ride from the tarmac 
to the umbrella-shaped complex. Harper’s medics had not 
stopped working on Swietzer, and Ben figured that by the time 
they returned, the old man would be so pumped up with drugs 
that Harper would be lucky to get more than babble from the 
Nobel Prize winner. 

Once inside the facility, Ben took a lift to the living quar- 
ters. When the doors opened, he found Megan waiting for him. 
Her lips hinted at a smile before she embraced him. He re- 
turned the hug, and in that moment he found a tiny island of 
peace that he wished he could never leave. Life wasn’t about 
flying, about control, about proving that he was better at what 
he did than anyone else. It wasn’t about him. It was about 
them and their future. 

*“Do you know how hard it is waiting for you?’’ she whis- 


“Pm sorry.” 

She slid back and guided him by the wrist down a curving 
hall, and soon they reached her simple quarters. Ben collapsed 
on a sofa below an oval viewport that looked out on the rolling 

lains. 

“Til run you a hot bath,” she said, crossing into a hall. 
*“Maybe I'll join you.’ 

**Thank God it’s all over, eh? Now all we have to do is get 
Elizabeth back from that bastard.”’ 

She returned with a puzzled look. ‘‘It’s far from over, Ben.”’ 
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‘*It’s almost over for me. [ll tell you right now, I am fin- 
ished doing favors for these people—aunless the op involves 
saving my ex.”’ 

Her eyes grew narrow. ‘“Taking down Dravis does involve 
saving your ex.”’ 

*“You know what I mean.”’ 

‘*Let’s not fight, Ben. Please.”’ 

With a stifled groan, he stood and moved to her. ‘‘As ri- 
diculous as it sounds, I wish we were still working for the 
company. There wasn’t a cause in the way.’’ 

‘*The cause isn’t in our way, Ben. If you could just work 
with us instead of being so selfish. You should know by now 
that you can trust these people.”’ . 

“I’m not letting down my guard—and neither should you. 
Not for anyone. You’re too smart for that.’’ 

She headed toward the bathroom across the hall. ‘“Maybe 
if we soak that head in hot water, we can dissolve some of | 
the bullshit.”’ 

- His lips curled. ‘“That’s the Megan I used to know.”’ 

‘‘Get your butt in here and strip.’’ 


They sat in the tub for nearly two hours, stroking each other 
in candlelight, talking about the past and the future, about what 
they thought they wanted for themselves and for their rela- 
tionship. Ben held back his reservations over her involvement 
with the rebels. Maybe the hot water had softened him up and 
dissolved away the need to control her. 

Afterward, while he lay in bed, listening to the soft melodies 
played by a local radio station, she went down to the cafeteria 
to fetch them breakfast. Ben had lost all track of time since 
going after Swietzer. Only minutes had counted. Hours 
seemed part of a larger, more insignificant picture. And after- 
op exhaustion made him care even less about numbers arbi- 
trarily attached the movement of celestial bodies. Then again, 
when it came to his eight hours of sleep, he would argue 
wholeheartedly for the system. After breakfast, he planned on 
taking that eight hours in its entirety. Severe pain awaited 
those who interrupted. 

““B en?’’ 

He rolled over to find Harper’s image on the vidphone. Re- 
alizing he was naked, he scrambled behind the bed. 
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“Oh, I’m sorry,”’ Harper said with a girlish giggle. ‘‘I 
should’ ve beeped first.’’ 

**Yeah, you should have.”’ 

She composed herself and went on. ‘‘Dr. Swietzer i is con- 
scious and feeling better now. We’re all meeting in an hour. 
Pll give you an update on our progress to get Elizabeth.”’ 

“*T look forward to it,’ Ben challenged. 

**See you then.’’ 

As the screen darkened, he realized he had just given up 
his eight hours of uninterrupted sleep. He swore and collapsed 
onto the bed. J know life isn’t fair. I’m okay with that. But 
this is nuts. ... 


To Ben’s continued chagrin, he and Megan rushed through 
breakfast, then quickly dressed. While he had been on Phobos, 
she had bought him some new clothes: a few comfortable pairs 
of jeans, a half dozen soft cotton tunics, and two pairs of his 
favorite brand of running shoes. She had said that shopping 
for him had helped her through the waiting. He thanked her 
and felt like a true civilian as they took a lift up to Harper’s 
dreaded conference room. 

The same group as before had gathered around the table, 
with a still-groggy-looking Swietzer as the new addition, 
seated between Bonnie Warren and Harold. Drs. Retolyn and 
Yilianoff spoke softly to each other and seemed oblivious of 
the others. Her Majesty Dr. Harper sat on her throne, looking 
as sanguine as ever. She gave Ben the once-over, noting his 
new clothes with a slight shift in her brow, then resumed 
studying her slate. 

Ben slumped into his chair, and Megan gave him her now- 
famous warning look. He nodded his compliance as Harper 
proceeded to bore him with introductory remarks, noting facts 
that everyone surely knew. 

When she finished, Swietzer hemmed loudly and favored 
Ben with a smile. ‘‘Mr. St. John. What can I say? ‘Thank you’ 
seems rather feeble.”’ 

“You got money?”’ 

Retolyn and Yilianoff broke into laughter, but Bonnie, Har- 
old, Megan, and Harper knew Ben and his wisecracks too well 
to be impressed. 

*‘’'m sure we can work something out,’’ Swietzer finally 
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answered. ‘‘But I must say that I’m more used to splitting 
open atoms than my wallet.”’ 

Ben grinned. *“We’ll talk numbers later.’’ He didn’t intend 
on accepting a cash reward, but no one else knew that. 

Harper raised her brow at Swietzer. ‘“Well, Karl, if you 
would?’’ 

He nodded. ‘‘For the past five months, I’ve been monitoring 
Dravis’s movements through a number of security contacts, 
including Radhika Sargena, God rest her soul. I’ve been gath- 
ering recorded holos, electronic communiqués, and vidphone 
conversations that prove Dravis committed a number of felo- 
nies, including murder. President Suzuki is aware of Dravis’s 
actions, but he’s afraid to act. That’s where we come in.”’ 

‘‘Or we just turn this over to the CED. Let the professionals 
handle it,’’ Ben said. 

Harper shook her head vigorously. ‘‘I told you they won’t 
mess with the PTMC—not without evidence.’’ 

Ben regarded Swietzer. ‘‘So, Doc, where is it?’’ - 

‘‘Only one copy of the data still exists. The others were 
destroyed during the mech attack on SRAD. I’m the only one 
who knows the location. That fact won’t change. At least for 
now.’ 

Ben drew back in surprise. “You won’t tell us?’’ 

‘I’m sorry. But I can’t trust anyone with that information. 
Besides, it would endanger your lives.”’ 

“*T like this guy,’’ Ben said, winking at Megan. 

**That’s good,’’ Harper jumped i in. ‘“‘Because [’'m sending 
you and Karl after that evidence.”’ 

He lifted a palm. ‘‘Slow down. I do for you, you do for 
me. I’m still owed.’’ 

“I’ve been in touch with our insider at PTMC. We’ve lo- 
cated your ex-wife’s living quarters and sent back some 
surveillance-cam footage. Have a look.”’ 

A bright beam shot up from the table’s holoprojector to 
display a ghostly image of Elizabeth seated at a small table 
and eating a bowl of cereal. She appeared unharmed, calm— 
bored, even. Harper waited another moment before switching 
off the recording. 

**And that’s all you got?’’ Ben asked. 

*‘We’re putting a team together. With the right documen- 
tation and hatch codes, we can get her out.”’ 
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Ben leaned forward, steeling himself. ‘‘I’ll be heading that 
team.’’ | 

‘“*I wish you could, but you have to think about Dravis. If 
we don’t stop him, saving your ex won’t matter. He’ ll control 
us all. We need you to help Karl recover his evidence.”’ 

Ben bolted to his feet and slammed his fist on the table. 
‘This is bullshit. How do I know you’re putting a team to- 
gether? And we haven’t discussed how easy it was to get in 
and out of Novak. What about that beacon those fighters jet- 
tisoned over the crash site? I talked to one of those construc- 
tion guys who rescued us. He saw the beacon, and he had no 
reason to lie. The whole thing was a set up by Dravis. He 
couldn’t get a confession out of Swietzer through drones and 
was probably afraid to use the interface. The report we got 
from your insider was planted as bait to draw us to Novak.”’ 

Harper’s expression turned sympathetic. ‘‘I wouldn’t call it 
easy by my standards, but I won’t rule out the possibility that 
Dravis planned for us to recover Karl so we can lead him back 
to the evidence. Our insider was deliberately fed that infor- 
mation.”’ 

‘‘Or your insider works for Dravis.”’ 

**This could all be true. And that’s why we need someone 
like you. You said you wanted to kick Dravis’s ass. I’m giving 
you that opportunity—and footing the bill.”’ 

Ben threw his head back and rubbed his eyes. ‘‘But we just 
got home,’’ he moaned. After a. moment he straightened, 
looked at Megan (bad move because the guilt set in fast), then 
faced Harper with a hard stare. “‘T’ll take him. But once again, 
I got no ride.”’ . 

“I’m already working on getting you another fighter and 
whatever else you need. Give me a list. I’ll see what I can do. 
I came through with the pistols, didn’t I?’’ 

**Yeah. And maybe it’s okay if acquiring a jet and ordnance 
takes some time. We should lie low now anyway. I bet Dravis 
has us under intense surveillance.’’ 

*“We don’t have time to lie low,’’ Bonnie Warren said. 
*‘Harold and I have been monitoring Dravis’s mech buildup 
around Shiva. He’s controlling the drones through TARS tech- 
nology, and we already count nearly five hundred stationed 
around Shiva. The CED is closely monitoring this buildup, 
which, according to a memo from Dravis, represents, quote, a 
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new fleet of mining drones impervious to outside intervention. 
The buildup is a public display for clients and competitors 
alike of PTMC’s dedication to making the known galaxy a 
safer and better place to live. End quote. Yeah, I know; get 
us some barf bags. The Press Corps reports that in thirty-six 


hours Dravis will hold a huge press conference and parade to 
show off his new force.’’ 


**And you don’t think it’s a parade,’’ Ben said. 

*“‘Of course not. He has too many people breathing down 
his neck, so he came up with a story.”’ 

‘“‘Then we’d better have a plan to get me and Karl out of 
here undetected. And no offense, but the fewer aint who 
know about it, the better.’’ 
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Cold Storage 


. Two hours after the meeting, Ben and Swietzer 
sat aboard a transport destined for the Huygens 
Crater. Harper had arranged for six other iden- 
tical transports to lift off simultaneously, cre- 
ating a simple shell game that might initially 
elude Dravis’s people. Ben and Swietzer had been given the 
usual collection of fake IDs and fingerprint adjustments so that 
they could travel inconspicuously through the Huygens and 
Flammarion Spaceports. 

*“Have you checked your ID?’’ Swietzer asked, wearing an 
enigmatic grin 

Ben slipped the card from his pocket. ‘“Yeah, I’m Roger 
Horrison.”’ 

*“‘That’s right. And I’m Rick Horrison.’’ He glanced to a 
computer slate in his lap. 

‘‘They made us brothers?’’ 

*“Nope.”’ 

‘Father and son?’’ 

*“Nope.”’ 

*‘Let me see that.’’ Ben swiped the computer slate and read 
the screen. Mr. and Mr. Rick Horrison. 123465A Bradbury 
Lane, Solis Planum, Mars 1010765454. 

‘*That’s right, Ben. We’re married. I should’ ve warned you 
about pissing off Harper. She’s famous for things like this. 
But I’m just a victim on this ride. Now she owes me.”’ 
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Ben folded his arms over his chest. ‘“Know what? She loses. 
I’m fine with this. I’m comfortable with my sexuality.”’ 

*‘Are you trying to convince yourself?’’ 

**Shuddup.”’ 


They reached the spaceport and made the seemingly inter- 
minable journey to gate 45AZ, where they caught a commer- 
cial flight to the Flammarion Crater, two thousand kilometers 
north of Huygens. At the Flammarion Spaceport, they hired a 
hover driver to take them across the knobby terrain of Proton- 
ilus Mensae, a remote, unsettled region not unlike California’s 
Death Valley, though its hillocks and hogbacks hardly mea- 
sured up to the latter’s mountains. 

He and Swietzer sat in the hover’s cramped backseat, scru- 
tinizing the driver’s moves. A thin, bearded man with the eyes 
of a revolutionary, their chauffeur occasionally slipped pre- 
cariously between boulders instead of gliding over them. 
**You like? You like?’’ he would say with adolescent glee. 
Then, after several minutes of uncomfortable silence, he 
blurted out, ‘“You on honeymoon, no?’’ 

**That’s right,’’ Swietzer said. 

Ben sighed loudly, then tried to steal back some sleep. 


‘*Stop here,’’ Swietzer said, some time later. 

- The hover slowed, and it engines sang a long, steady note. 
Ben opened his eyes and checked his watchphone. Only fifteen 

minutes had passed. Damn. 

“Nothing out here,”’ the hover driver said. ““You gotta go? 
Zip? Zip?’’ . 

Swietzer shook his head. ‘‘We’re getting out here. How 
much do we owe you?”’ 

While the old man paid the driver, Ben climbed out and 
took in a breath of thinner air. Though he had spent nearly his 
entire life living on Mars, he thought he could use a breather. 
He gazed across the rolling hills freckled with weathered 
stones. Bands of pink, ocher, and a touch of azure wavered 
on the horizon. Swietzer joined him, and the stunned hover 
driver returned to Flammarion with his fare and a sudden case 
of amnesia brought on by a huge tip. 

“*T feel like a lame spy or something,’’ Ben said. “‘Here we 
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are, standing in the middle of nowhere. But, of course, we’re 
here for our secret rendezvous.’’ 

*“Harper saved a lot of money by having us meet them here. 
Clandestine or not, we’re at the right location at the designated 
time. Now where the hell are they?’’ 

Ben shaded his brow with a hand and searched the sky. A 
faint sparkle to the northwest caught his eye. Then the wel- 
come roar of thrusters boomed across the landscape. 

A light transport similar to the one they had taken from Red 
Acropolis descended toward them. Behind the wedge-shaped 
craft flew a battle-scarred but very much intact Pyro attack 
plane, either a GX or an older model. A slight variation in 
wing length and tighter positioning of underwing stations 
piqued his curiosity. The ship’s blunt nose, sleek canopy, and 
dual thrusters with afterburners were identical to the GXs he 
had flown for the company. 

They shielded themselves behind their backpacks as the two 
ships kicked up a terrific storm before settling down. The 
transport’s loading ramp lowered, and a tall young man with 
thin, waist-length blond hair and the physique of a scarecrow . 
hustled out. ‘“Which one of you is Horrison?’’ 

“*T am,”’ they answered. 

Then Swietzer quickly added, ‘“We share the same last 
name. I’m Rick. He’s Roger.’’ 

**“You boys don’t work for the PTMC?’’ Ben asked jok- 
ingly, then was suddenly taken aback by the Pyro’s pilot. 

Large, leather-clad, and menacing with a capital M, the pi- 
lot’s steel jaw dropped a little, then flapped like a marionette’s 
as he spoke. “‘Funny you should ask.’’ And the guy left it 
there, his big eyes unflinching even as dust blew into his face. 

*“Well, gentlemen. I’ ve authorized the transfer into your ac- 
counts,’’ Swietzer said, reading the confirmation on his slate. 

“*Tell your boss this will be the last time we do business 
with her,’’ the thin man said. ‘‘No more favors. These fighters 
aren’t easy to come by.”’ 

**‘’m sure we won’t bother you again.”’ 

The guy nodded curtly, then spun and marched toward his 
transport. A particularly sharp gust nearly knocked him down. 

Ben took another look at the steel-jawed mercenary, who 
joined the transport pilot. ‘“There’s an unforgettable face.”’ 


DESCENT: EQIUINOX 89 


**Yeah, he’s pushing the limits of motherly love.’’ Swietzer 
eyed the Pyro. ‘‘Shall we?’’ 


For several minutes, Ben did a careful walkaround inspec- 
tion of the attack plane, noting the standard loadout of missiles 
and cannons. He realized now that Harper had procured a 
Pyro-GL, an older-model attack plane that probably had a few 
bugs but made him feel more secure than the Skipjet 66 had. 
He shifted to an aft control panel, where he thumbed a button 
and engaged the ramp. To his mild surprise, he found the 
guide bot flying tight orbits within the hold. ‘‘Hey, Little 
Bir 99 . 

*‘How did Harper get you here?’’ Ben asked, hiking up into 
the jet with Swietzer in tow. 

‘‘They shipped me out on one of the other transports. I 
hooked up with our mercenary pals at a bar near Huo Hsing 
Vallis. Not a friendly bunch. Of the half dozen I saw, I bet at 
least three moonlight for the company.”’ 

‘*Wouldn’t surprise me. Hard to find independent operators 
who haven’t worked at least once for the PTMC. But they got 
their money, and we got our plane. Everybody’s happy. If 
we’re getting screwed, I know who to blame.’’ He turned to | 
Swietzer, handed the man an e-suit pack, then grabbed one for 
himself. Once dressed, Ben hustled into the cockpit and 
plopped down. 

Swietzer shuffled up behind. ‘‘Hey, I’m your navigator. 
You’ll need me up here. The accommodations don’t look 
promising.”’ 

‘Don’t worry, Doc. We’ll strap you to my seat. I’ve done 
this before.”’ 

*“My back will love it. First class all the way.” 

‘*That’s right. And you’ll have the rare opportunity to watch 
military flying at its finest.’’ 

The scientist made a face. 


They flew north through the plains of the Cydonia Region 
and toward the polar cap. Ben engaged the cloak and after- 
burners. He skimmed the surface at an altitude of twenty me- 
ters to elude ground-based, stealth-penetrating radar systems. 
Standard light traffic showed on his FLIR display, but no ship 
gave any indication that it tracked them. 
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Several times Ben asked where they were headed, but 
Swietzer would not say. ‘“You want to fly? I'll sit in the back 
‘and wear a blindfold.”’ 

Swietzer only smirked. 

Bands of dust frozen within translucent layers of ice scrolled 
below them as they streaked toward the cap. With the northern 
winter still raging, a thin layer of frozen carbon dioxide cov- 
ered the pole, though it had been much thicker before terra- 
formers had begun transforming the planet. 

“I’ve never been up this far,’ Ben said, trying to make 
casual conversation to forget his anxiety. 

‘‘T have,’’ Swietzer answered somberly. ‘‘And I hope this 
is my last trip.” 

The Imagery Interpretation Computer’s report clicked on 
automatically, and Ben’s HUD filled with multiple grids rep- 
resenting all thousand kilometers of the polar cap. 

Swietzer pointed to a grid in the upper left-hand corner. 
‘‘There. Follow those coordinates.”’ 

“*Yes, boss.’” As Ben adjusted course, he suddenly felt no 
more skilled, no more important than their friendly neighbor- . 
hood hover driver. We go to North Pole. You like? 

Soon the bands of frozen dust bled into a wavy sheet of ice 
that resembled the glistening membrane of a bird’s egg. Sen- 
sors marked wind speeds between four and seven kilometers 
per hour, fairly low and making for a smooth ride. 

As the monotonous terrain continued to push by, Ben 
couldn’t help but pose a question. ‘“What did you do, Doc? 
Bury it in the ice?’’ 

*‘In a manner of speaking. Set your comm system to ultra- 
low frequency to track incoming signals.’’ 

Ben complied, and a faint beeping filled his helmet’s speak- 
ers. 

**Lock onto that signal,’’ Swietzer instructed. 

With a few taps on the nav computer’s touchpad, Ben did 
so; then he engaged the autopilot and read a data bar. “‘ETA 
to source: thirty secon 

“Okay, Benjamin. We’ ll come upon some bay doors set 
into the ice. They’ll be hard to spot since carbon dioxide has 
probably frozen over them. Broadcast access code Alpha Q 
TTT three-nine-five point one.’ 

66 Say again?’ 
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Swietzer repeated the code, and Ben tapped it into his comm 
computer. A green blip appeared: CODE RECEIVED. INITIATING 
ENTRY SEQUENCE. 

The afterburners flamed out automatically, and the Pyro’s 
braking thrusters kicked in. Ben took control back from the 
ship as they neared a large, widening gap in the ice. He guided 
them over the doors, then thumbed down on his high-hat con- 
trol to descend. 

*‘Welcome to the PTMC Records Storage Facility, North 
Pole, Mars,’’ Swietzer said. ‘‘Only a dozen people are aware 
of its existence.”’ 

**Guess I make thirteen. My lucky number. I assume Dravis 
is on the list?’’ 

“*He is. And I’m sure he’s had his people search every op- 
tical and molecular record down there.”’ 

‘Maybe they found it already.”’ | 
‘Once the data is retrieved and copied, it’ll destroy the 
original record. If I can’t find that record, then we know Dravis 

has it.’’ 

*‘Comforting thought.”’ 

Shadows draped over the Pyro, and Ben clicked on the 
headlight. They continued to slide down through the square 
entrance for one, two, three thousand meters. They came into 
a circular, low-ceilinged hall, a hub of sorts, with eight tunnels 
burrowed into the ice and spread equidistantly like the spokes 
of a wheel. Placards indicated the type of storage and kinds - 
of records found somewhere at the end of each tube. 

**You’ve just entered a secure zone with proper access 
code,’’ a fast-moving Ice Spindle defense robot said. ‘“Iden- 
tify.’’ It glided into the Pyro’s path, raising its dual gray spikes 
like the arms of a traffic cop. Two green sensor eyes rotated 
downward, casting them in a flashing emerald glow. 

**Patch me in,’’ Swietzer said. 

Ben worked the comm computer’s touchpad. ‘‘You’re in.”’ 

‘“Swietzer, Karl. PTMC identification number two-three- 
zero-nine. Voice print activate and identify.’’ 

‘*Identity confirmed. Good day, Dr. Swietzer. Is there any- 
thing in particular we can help you find?’’ 

‘*‘Negative. Resume standard program. Purge record of this 
visit from daily log.”’ 
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**Affirmative.’’ The bot glided away, vanishing into a tun- 
nel. 

*‘Hey, Doc? Didn’t you get fired from the PTMC?’’ 

**That’s right.”’ 

*‘Then wouldn’t your access to PTMC facilities be de- 
nied?’’ Ben eyed the man, wondering if Swietzer held the 
Same suspicions. 

The scientist slowly nodded. ‘‘But this place isn’t in any 
database of standard PTMC facilities. Dravis either didn’t get 
a chance to deny me access or—’’ 

‘‘Or he suspects that you have the data here and wants you 
to retrieve it. Damn it, I’m finding this op way too easy. We 
should’ve had to blow our way in here and take out the se- 
curity mechs. Instead, the door opens and the mechs offer help. 
Do me favor? Tell me where we’re going. I want to get that 
data and get the hell out of here. Call me spooked.”’ 

‘“*Tunnel five. Go.’’ 

He tapped the pedal, and the Pyro burst forward into the 
smooth, circular ice tunnel with gray floor. Ben focused on 
his piloting since he had only a few meters’ clearance. Over- 
head lights automatically switched on as they flew farther into 
the tunnel, and Ben switched off the cell-draining headlight. 
For several hundred meters, the passage did not vary; then it 
descended in a lazy thirty-degree angle, leveled off again, then 
descended once more. The nav system showed a 3-D image 
of the Pyro relative to the ice cap. They now traveled nearly 
six hundred meters below the surface. 

**The tunnel will fork in a moment,’’ Swietzer said. ‘‘Go 
right.”’ 

The junction appeared, and Ben aimed for the right tunnel, 
a more narrow tube that made him swear as his upper wings - 
brushed the ice. He folded them down even as the tunnel 
ended at a pair of closed doors. Of course, Swietzer had the 
code; they sent it, and the doors gave way to another circular 
chamber. While he expected long rows, towers, and banks of | 
computer equipment, they came upon a single terminal with 
virtual goggle interface. A Plexi dome encased the terminal in 
a clean, temperature-controlled environment, with access 
gained through a triple air lock system. First you had to get 
past the two Ice Spindles paused near the lock. 

“*All right. Put us down. I’m going out.’’ Swietzer unbuck- 
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led himself from Ben’s seat and headed into the hold. 

As the gear unfolded and the ramp lowered, Ben eased the 
Pyro around the terminal and landed a half dozen meters away, 
near the sealed doors of a second entry. He considered getting 
out and watching Swietzer, anxious to learn whether Dravis 
had beat them to the punch. But he would sit tight and keep 
the ship hot. 

Swietzer exchanged a few words with the Ice Spindles, and 
one of them engaged the air lock. ‘‘Okay, I’m in,”’ he said 
through the comm channel, then hurried through the lock, re- 
moved his helmet, and slid on the VR goggles. He sat and 
typed commands on a thin keyboard, then leaned back. 

Ben stared absently around the chamber, his gaze probing 
the dimly lit, polished ice. He spotted a glimmer high on the 
wall above the terminal. ‘“Computer. Give me an IIC sweep 
of the chamber. Display contacts on HUD.”’ 

‘‘What’s the matter?’’ Swietzer asked. 

*‘Don’t know yet.’’ . 

Ghostly images of the drones, Swietzer, and the terminal 
flickered across the display. The computer zoomed in on the 
wall where Ben had spotted something. 

And there it was: a small drone, perhaps only six inches 
long, shaped like a centipede with wispy antennae sprouting 
from its back. The computer could not identify the make and 
model, but even a sodo junkie operating on a half dozen brain 
cells could make the connection. ‘“Looks like we got a sur- 
veillance drone. Hurry up!’’ 

*‘Downloading the data to minidisc now. At least we know 
Dravis doesn’t have it.’’ 

**He will if you don’t move your ass!”’ 

**Just need ten seconds.’’ 

And Ben counted down, eyes bugged, the ship’s landing 
gear already folding in. He kept the jet at idle, though the 
loading ramp dragged along the floor. 

‘‘Got it!’’ Swietzer cried, ripping off the VR goggles and 
turning to hold up the gold disc as though he had found a 
cereal box surprise. 

But his crooked-tooth grin dropped hard as a triplet of pow- 
erful explosions ripped through the tunnel. Chunks of ice blew 
into the chamber, trailed by a thickening mist that quickly 
enveloped the Plexi dome, then spread through the room. An- 
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other, more distant boom resounded, and the sound of tons of 
ice giving way and impacting with the floor had Ben swearing 
at the top of his lungs. 

*‘’m coming out!’’ Swietzer called. In a few seconds, he 
broke through the mist and charged up the loading ramp. 

. Turning sharply, Ben pointed the Pyro at their exit, hit the 

headlight, and took a long look at the wall of ice blocking 
their path. ‘‘Well, this is pretty weak,’’ he said. ‘‘Dravis 
could’ve done much better. Give me thirty seconds and a 
Plasma cannon, and I'll give you a path.’’ He dialed up the 
cannon and squeezed the trigger. 

ACCESS DENIED. WEAPON OFF-LINE. 

**What?’’ 

He switched to Helix cannon and received the same error 
message. ‘‘Damn buggy ship.’’ He brought up the Spreadfire 
cannon. Nothing. He ran a diagnostic and went through every 
cannon he had, switched to missiles, and stared at the same 
godforsaken screen. ‘‘Sierra? Get your ass up here!’’ | 

The bot whirred up to the edge of the access tube. ‘“What? 
Need yours saved again?’’ 

**Diagnostic reports all systems nominal. I got no weapons 
access.”’ 

**You got no main thrusters, either. Avionics systems have 
acquired a very simple but very effective virus. I could give 
you the details—and you’d appreciate them, Dr. Swietzer— 
but bottom line? This Pyro ain’t worth jack.”’ 

“‘Either the mercenaries double-crossed us, or we’ve just 
rung Dravis’s doorbell,’’ Swietzer said. 

Ben punched the canopy. Hard. ‘“Those mercs are probably 
working for the bastard. But none of this surprises me. What 
does is my own stupidity for agreeing to fly this op.”’ 

Swietzer pointed to the other entry doors, which now rolled 
slowly open. ‘“The executioners have arrived.”’ 


is 


Company Got Us 


| Though Ben could not see the strings attached 
~ to his arms, legs, and head, he felt their effects 
~ all too painfully. First he had been a puppet for 
the CED, then a puppet for Dravis. And the 
most frustrating part came in his knowing and 
in his inability to react to it. He had to follow through. He 
always had to follow through, damn it. 

The doors finished opening, and a relatively new Pyro-GX 
glided into the chamber like a silver-edged hawk that could 
make even the shadows retreat. 

‘‘We got company,’ Swietzer said. 

Ben snorted. ‘‘Company got us.’ 

**St. John? Swietzer? There’s one way out, and it’s with 
me,’’ came a gruff and familiar voice through Ben’s headset. 

Then it dawned on him. He strained to see the other pilot— 

Whose helmet only partially obscured a steel jaw. 

“*Set up from the start,’’ Ben groaned. ‘“Hey, asshole? Why 
don’t you help me get rid of my systems virus so we can go 
head to head?’’ 

**Give me the disc, and you got a deal.”’ 

‘‘The disc goes to the victor.”’ 

‘*Then hand it over. I’ve already won.”’ . 

“‘On second thought, why don’t we climb down from our 
big machines and settle this the old-fashioned way?’’ 

**Nice try.”’ 
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“*Hey, Little Bird?’’ the guide bot interrupted. 

Ben switched to a private channel. ‘‘Busy right now.’’ 

*‘Listen up. I’ve isolated the virus, and I think I can draw 
it out of our systems. In order to fool it, P’ll have to send it 
somewhere.” : 

**How *bout pretty boy’s ship?’’ 

**Thought about that. Little poetic justice. Can’t do it. He’s 
got all incoming comm monitored and protected with a new 
system they must’ve developed after the MNO0012 party.”’ 

**How *bout that terminal over there?’’ 

“Impossible. It’s got more firewalls than even the CED’s 
network. Well, maybe Dr. Warren can help me out afterward. 
This is two you owe me.’’ The bot’s triangular red sensor eye/ 
exhaust port repeatedly flashed. ‘‘Aw, shit...’’ The drone 
tumbled away, crashed onto the deck, then lay inert, its eye 
still strobing. 

**Son of a bitch took on the virus himself,’’ Ben said, feel- 
ing stunned but even more impressed. ‘‘He always was a mar- 

The Plasma cannon came back on-line, and Ben sighed as 
he read the status report: SYSTEMS NOMINAL. He checked for 
main thruster control and found it available. ‘“You’ll wanna 
puke in your helmet,’’ he told Swietzer. ‘“Try to avoid that. 
It’s real messy and uncomfortable.’’ Ben gunned the engines, 
jammed down his old friend the primary weapons trigger, and 
held a magnificent bead of gleaming globules on the steel- 
jawed mercenary’s canopy. 

With the proximity alarm emitting its habitual wail, Ben 
thundered up hard on the mercenary’s bow, impact in three, 
two— 

He flicked his wrist, the stick came back, and they rose a 
scant meter above the other plane, soaring toward the open 
doors beyond. Ben howled in triumph but cut himself off as 
a flurry of tawny level-five laser bolts struck in blossoming 
ringlets over his aft shield. 

**You call that an evasion tactic?’ ” the mercenary taunted. 

*“No, I call that evasion.’ 

Leaning on the throttle, Ben guided the jet over a series of 
invisible waves, exploiting the tunnel’s meager maneuvering 
room. ‘‘Computer. Aft station weapons inventory. Tell me.”’ 

**Six ED7 Proximity bombs in station.’’ 
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After stealing a look at the aft-cam display that showed the 
other Pyro roaring up fast, Ben thumbed off a pair of bombs. 
The spiked, crimson orbs whipped past the camera and floated 
back toward the mercenary for three seconds before laser fire 
struck. Twin detonations lifted in the air like the pyrotechnics 
at a Skoshi Girls concert. Ben’s steel-jawed adversary punched 
unabated through the flames and glittering debris. 

The tunnel ahead suddenly divided in three, and overhead 
lights triggered into a rippling glow. 

‘*Which way?’’ Ben asked. 

“T...uh...ITve never been through this area.”’ 

**And we got no guide bot. Screw it. Let’s go right.’’ 

‘*What about straight?’’ 

**Okay, straight.’’ 

‘Then again, that left tunnel—’’ 

Jerking the stick right, Ben threw Swietzer against his har- 
ness, then caromed off the icy wall and into the tunnel. 

The left display switched to a short-range radar report: in- 
coming Guided missile. ‘“Warning,’’ the computer began. 

‘*Belay warning,’’ he barked, then blew a chaff cloud even 
as the tunnel began curving left by twenty, thirty, forty-five 
degrees. ‘‘Missile report.’’ 

**Missile is locked onto countermeasure.”’ 

‘‘And now we go offensive,’’ Ben said, braking hard to 
hover, then pulling a quick 180 to dish out a Guided missile 
of his own. The rocket arrowed around the corner, and Ben 
kept his eye on the images coming in from its nose-cone cam- 
era. He worked the small joystick to his right, steering the 
missile toward the oncoming Pyro. 

A jagged and tremendously powerful silver bolt of energy 
sprang from the mercenary’s starboard Omega cannon and 
coiled around Ben’s missile. As though caught in the electri- 
fied web of some post-nuclear arachnid, the missile struggled 
to maintain course, drew closer to the ceiling, then suddenly 
swept under the Pyro to explode in a fiery sash across the 
floor. 3 ; 

‘‘And now we go defensive,’’ Swietzer said. 

More Omega cannon fire reached out from the mercenary’s 
ship as Ben turned tail, ejected another Proximity Bomb, then 
booted the thrusters. Caught in the lightning of fire, the bomb 
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exploded much too close to Ben’s Pyro and slingshotted him 
forward. The stick strained against his hand, and the jet 
glanced off the floor before he regained control. 

““Well,’’ Swietzer began. ‘He won’t blow us up. Not with- 
out destroying the disc.”’ 

“Tf he can’t have the disc, he will destroy it,’’ Ben argued. 
*“We’re just in the way.’ 

Further evidence of Ben’s argument screamed toward them 
in the form of twin Mercury missiles. 

Dammit! No time to evade. If I could only— 

The first explosion rocked through the ship as though it had 
released a score of rioters swinging lead pipes. The second 
detonation booted the plane onto its back so that Ben now 
hung inverted and facing the mercenary. 

Swietzer made gurgling sounds through the comm as Ben 
switched his primary weapon to Fusion cannon. He squeezed 
the trigger, drawing energy into the weapon from the ship’s 
reactor. The Pyro shimmied as the reactor superheated. Ben 
waited a second more, then released the bolt. A sheet of violet 
light fell over the canopy as the thick round burst forward, 
struck the mercenary’s port bow, then divided into several 
hundred lugworms of energy that sapped at the fighter’s shield. 

Even as the Pyro foundered, plunging to within a half meter 
of the floor, Ben increased throttle and pulled into a tight loop, 
righting his plane and falling back before his metal-faced 
buddy could return fire. 

‘‘Up ahead. There. It breaks into four tunnels,’’ Swietzer 
said between labored breaths. ‘“This time, listen to me. I know 
where we are. Take the tunnel on the far left. We’ll pass 
through two other data chambers and link up with the main 
hub.”’ 

“I see it.’ Thrown abruptly forward, Ben swore and 
chanced a look at the aft-cam display. With fast-moving 
Plasma fire belching from cannons and Concussion missiles 
rocketing away from port and starboard stations, the merce- 
nary’s Pyro closed in. ‘‘He’s pissed now. Let’s slow him 
down. Computer. Program nav system on next two Proximity 
Bombs in the rack. Eject and climb ninety degrees.”’ 

“Initiating. Nav systems programmed. Do you wish to eject 
weapons?”’ 
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‘“‘On my mark.’’ He paused a moment more, widening his 
lead by another dozen meters. ‘‘Eject!’’ 

Thump. Thump. The bombs tumbled into his thruster wash 
and immediately corrected course, flying toward the ceiling— 

Where they tore themselves apart, freeing massive shards 
of ice that toppled like Martian skyscrapers during the 2201 
quake. 

The mercenary’s Plasma fire chewed into the collapsing 
ceiling and whipped up clouds of smaller fragments. But the 
idiot kept bulldozing through the ice storm, his ship battered 
by razor-sharp chunks that strained his shields. 

After a distinct rumble, a long column of ice swung down 
and pinned him to the floor, but the column developed a sud- 
den fracture and broke in two, freeing him. Ben caught a last 
glimpse of the mercenary as he jerked left, taking the tunnel 
Swietzer had picked out. 

Listening to an internal rhythm, a rapid drumbeat that riv- 
eted him to the moment, Ben kept the ship surprisingly level 
as the tunnel turned up forty-five degrees. 

Faint purple orbs from Helix Rotation Borers materialized 
from the darkness ahead. Ben already knew their source. 
‘**He’s patched into security. We’re intruders to our mech 
friends now.’’ : 

Ben dodged the first volley of Helix fire, but another volley 
appeared so quickly that the globules splayed over his shields 
and battered them down to 57 percent. 

The wave of fire increased. Ben dove, climbed, and banked 
through an obstacle course of tumbling orbs as the still-unseen 
mech shifted its aim. 

A Homing missile dropped away from Ben’s starboard wing 
station and blazed forward, locking onto the drone. The tunnel 
curved sharply left, and Ben caught a glimpse of the Ice Spin- 
die a nanosecond before his missile beheaded the mech with 
a jab of explosive fury. He soared over the drone’s twitching, 
gyrating frame, leaned on the stick as the tunnel curved left 
once more, then sighted a pair of sealed doors. 

‘*That’s the first chamber,’’ Swietzer said. ‘‘Patching access 
code into your comm system now.’’ The man tapped furiously 
on his computer slate, and Ben watched the code appear on a 
data bar in his HUD. 

‘*Transmitting,’’ Ben said, then eased off the thrusters. 
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The doors slid slowly apart— 

Then stopped and closed again. 

“‘Hey, Doc?’’ Ben called nervously. 

- *T know.”’ ; 

Ben checked his missile cache, finding one Smart bomb, the 
most powerful weapon in the loadout. He braked to hov, 
thumbed off the projectile, then turned back on his opponent. 

At once, the Smart bomb struck the doors and released rings 
of heated Plasma designed to track surrounding targets. Un- 
fortunately, those ringlets interpreted Ben as a target. As if 
that weren’t enough fun, the mercenary launched two Mercury 
missiles of his own while laying down a nasty spray of Phoe- 
nix cannon fire that bounced off the walls, ceiling, and floor, 
melting free hunks of ice and turning the tunnel into a tight 
tube of life-taking energy clogged with steam and drizzle. 
With visibility down to zero, Ben turned back toward the 
doors, praying they had been blown in. 

The Mercury missiles could have struck disparate blows, 
say one to the thrusters and another to the rear canopy or 
wings. But both focused on Ben’s starboard upper wing, and 
the highly concentrated explosion flicked the Pyro sideways. 
They collided with the wall as the upper wing broke off in a 
score of firelicked pieces. 

As the computer spat its multiple warnings and alarms 
sounded and flashed over the HUD, Ben pulled away from the 
wall and throttled up, spotting the left door. It had fallen par- 
tially inward and hung-on by scorched gossamers of steel. He 
rolled the Pyro onto its side and scissored through. 

With the wing’s loss came sluggish maneuvering control as 
the remaining thrusters strained to compensate. The ship gy- 
rated like a stoned belly dancer. Swietzer finally retched, and 
Ben, an experienced pilot who rarely felt nauseous during fly- 
ing, found himself swallowing over the ugly sounds coming 
through the comm. 

**T don’t have to kill you,’’ the mercenary said. ‘‘Give me 
the disc. I’ll be on my way.”’ 

Ben ignored the guy, his attention now on the immense, 
rectangular chamber they had entered. On both sides of the 
central passageway lay towering shelves laden with literally 
millions of tiny jewel cases that each held an optical disc. As 
with the first terminal, the shelves stood protected behind Plexi 
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partitions and could be accessed through a series of triple air- 
locks. The library jogged off for as far Ben could see. He lit 
the afterburners and shot ahead. 

The merc set free multiple salvos of Phoenix fire that 
chugged and rebounded off the thick Plexi, then came at Ben - 
like a broken pearl necklace of energy. 

The first two orbs hit the aft shields with a double clang, 
and the quartet that followed threw the Pyro toward the Plexi 
racing by. Ben pulled out before the jet made contact, but 
another three orbs hit the lower starboard wing, knocking the 
aft shield to zero and catapulting him toward the opposite wall. 

Even as he grappled with the stick, Ben held down his 
thumb until his remaining Proximity Bombs jetted off. With 
so much Phoenix fire spiking the air, he guessed that the 
merc’s ship wouldn’t get very close to the bombs before they 
exploded in his beads. 

Lo and behold, the bombs drifted unscathed through the 
firestorm as though under some divine influence. 

And the merc flew into them, his Pyro consumed by the 
twin novas that came through the external microphone with 
lingering booms accompanied by a rising hiss. 

The blast wave reached Ben’s Pyro, and he deftly rode out 
the turbulence while scanning the chamber for an exit. But the 
place kept coming at him, as though the entire galaxy’s records 
had been stored here. ‘‘How much farther?’’ he asked Swietzer 
incredulously. 

“Uh, a little farther,’’ the man replied, still sounding sick. 

One, two, three, four laser bolts spattered across the thruster 
cones, while a half dozen fell too high or too low and sped 
ahead. No need to check the aft cam. Ben’s angry shadow had. 
rejoined the fight. 

Though Ben pitched and yawed to evade, he found himself 
flying repeatedly into bolts. Tired of running, he flipped the 
plane onto its back, suffered a terrible jerk as he simultane- 
ously braked and reversed thrust, then rotated upright. He now 
flew in reverse while facing his assailant and served up his six 
remaining Concussion missiles whose engines bellowed in 
glorious succession and whose exhausts lifted a smoke screen. 
In the sudden cover, Ben pivoted and slid toward the ceiling. 
Once again, the maneuvering thrusters faltered, and the HUD 
flashed the dismal news that the port-quarter thruster had 
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burned out. Still, he had enough power to whirl around and 
punch the throttle. The main thrusters thundered amid the 
rhythmic blasts to stern. 

“‘Doors,’’ Swietzer said tersely. 

A quick glance, and Ben spotted them, too. 

“‘Codes probably won’t work,’’ Swietzer added. 

What do I got? Ben thought, nervously scanning his cache 
report. Two Guided missiles and two Flash. He triggered the 
two Guided and sat there, eyes wide, willing the rockets to 
take down the doors. They knocked on steel with the rudeness 
of explosives. He squinted through the dissipating fireballs to 
see the damage, but a triplet of smaller explosions shuddered 
the cockpit. The mercenary had dialed up his Gauss cannon, 
and the computer’s damage control report showed a rotating 
outline of Ben’s Pyro with gaping holes in the thruster cones 
and lower starboard wing. Another triplet shook the plane, and 
more holes opened up in the cones and wings. 

The exit rushed up on him now, the doors hanging from 
their racks but still attached. Ben aimed for a narrow, V- 
shaped gap perhaps a meter wide. He rolled— 

And smashed into the doors. 

Swietzer hollered a curse. 

Metal scraped and screeched on metal. 

A tremor rose through the control stick and into Ben’s arm. 

The remaining upper wing tore away, and severed conduits 
spouted hydraulic fluid while power lines sparked and writhed. 

Ben tried to level off as they sprang into another chamber 
identical to the one they had left behind, but the Pyro sputtered 
a moment before ever-so-slowly righting itself. ‘‘ETA to sur- 
face?’’ 

‘‘Two, maybe three minutes at this speed,’’ Swietzer said. 

*‘’m down to minimal control. A couple more hits—’’ 

“Don’t finish that sentence. The freedom of every man, 
woman, and child from Sol to the Rim depends upon us get- 
ting out of here with this disc.”’ 

“I know that, Doc. It’s all very dramatic. Doesn’t change 
the fact that the pay and the hours suck.”’ 

A Flash missile streaked by the canopy, narrowly missing 
them and stifling Swietzer’s reply. 

Though most of the mercenary’s forward shield had been 
depleted, he fell in behind them, his undamaged thrusters pro- 
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pelling him toward them with sickening speed. Ben dove right, 
breaking into a sliding U pattern, riding air the way a bobsled 
rides curves, reaching an apex and suddenly dipping into 
straightaways. Fat Gauss cannon slugs chewed up the floor 
and ceiling and glanced off his remaining wings. 

‘‘Computer. Scan Pyro-GX at six o’clock. Make ordnance 
report,’’ Ben said. 

**Scanning. Pyro-GX cannons fully functional, Plasma and 
lasers at fifty-nine percent charge, Vulcan ammo at seventeen 
hundred and seventy-seven rounds. Two Earthshaker, one 
Mega, two Guided, and two Concussion missiles remaining in 
wing stations.’’ The mercenary’s Pyro lit up the right corner 
of Ben’s HUD, with outlines of the projectiles switching from 
red to green as the computer spoke. 

‘*He’s still loaded for bear, and we got two missiles to our 
names,’’ Ben said, then breathed a curse. 

‘**And we have two more doors to get by,’’ Swietzer added. 

**Can we do it with what you have?’’ 

Ben repressed a laugh. ‘“We’ll try.”’ He clicked on the head- 
light, spotted the doors far ahead, and centered his reticle over 
them. ‘‘Flash away.’’ The jet vibrated as the rocket chinked 
from its station and the engine ignited. The missile shot 
through the beam of Ben’s headlight and toward the doors. It 
impacted with the resonating ring of a church bell. Character- 
istic white light camouflaged the detonation zone, and Ben 
took the cue, breaking from his U pattern of evasion to level 
off and squeeze the primary weapons trigger. Plasma cannon 
fire penetrated the veil and hopefully found what was left of. 
the doors. 

Maintaining speed and heading—both rendering him vul- 
nerable to the mercenary’s weapons—Ben held fast on his 
trigger as the Pyro pierced the now-dissipating flash effect. 
Guided by the emerald spheres of his fire, Ben neared the 
doors, saw that one had completely caved in, and aimed for 
the opening. His nav system displayed a digitized glide path 
between the wall and remaining door, with an extra .25 meters 
of clearance. 

He thought of surrendering control to the autopilot, but the 
adrenaline rush argued against it. 

A radar report suddenly glowed with the cylindrical image 
of an inbound missile, locked on. ID: Mega. 
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: nc peepee reroute all maneuvering Dower to main thrust- 
he said. 

‘ Seems? 

His head jerked back as the —_ accelerated with every- 

’ thing she had. Distance to door: twenty meters— 

He released a chaff cloud. 

Ten— 

ETA of missile: five seconds. 

The Pyro slipped through the gap, but the starboard cannon 
got hung up on the wall and snapped off with a quick deto- 
nation and subsequent screech and crackle. Ben’s instruments 
did their best impression of a flickering Christmas tree as dam- 
age control reports told of the obvious and microscopic drones 
of nanotech repair crews sealed off the damage. 

Back in the main hub, Ben plowed through a quartet of Ice 
Spindles that had been waiting for him. Spiked arms scraped 
over his canopy as the mechs tumbled away, only to tegroup 
and resume their pursuit. 

While Ben pulled up into the main tunnel, ready to fly bal- 
listic for the entire three thousand meters of its length, the 
Mega missile tapped the mechs’ shoulders and spoke the re- 
verberating last words of an enraged technological god. 

‘‘Oh my—’’ Swietzer never finished. 

The roar that filtered in from the external mike turned 
quickly into the gritty hiss of static. Racing ahead of the blast 
wave but knowing damned well that he couldn’t beat it, Ben 
tightened his grip on the stick and braced himself. He risked 
a look at the aft-cam display, saw how the grainy darkness 
behind him seemed to ripple like black water, the ripples com- 
ing Closer, closer, until— 

‘*This is no problem,’’ Ben said, his voice shaking in time 
with the ship. An abrupt updraft sent him veering toward the 
wall, and he wrestled the stick down, only to find himself 
caught in a downdraft that booted him into the wall before he 
had time to blink. The wings hit first; then the jet’s nose 
slapped so hard that the plane bounced up and away. 

Smoke from the Mega missile’s explosion wafted through 
the headlight’s beam, and Ben followed the light back to spot 
the monstrous doors that led to the outside, to freedom— 

Or a quick crash, burn, and freeze. . 
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Desperate, he brought up the Omega cannon and unleashed 
a few lightninglike salvos, firing for effect. 

Irregularly shaped spots appeared in the alloy, pulsing red 
with absorbed energy. The image jogged Ben’s memory. He 
and Sierra Taurus had gained entry to the MNO0O12 facility by 
taking out the glide tracks on a similar pair of doors. But now 
he would have to do the job with one ship, one missile, and 
primary weapons. 

He lifted the Pyro’s nose a little, centering the reticle over 
the seam where door met frame. The Omega cannon rumbled 
like an antique machine gun, and strokes of energy eeled into 
the joint. The cannon’s power drained quickly to zero, and — 
Ben released the trigger, waiting impatiently as the cell took 
a few seconds to recharge. 

At five hundred meters, he kissed his last Flash missile 
good-bye, sending it into the world with a twisted fatherly 
hope that it would wreak major havoc. 

The rocket knifed between twin lines of Omega fire and a 
sudden hailstorm of rotating azure orbs from the mercenary’s 
Spreadfire cannon. With a boom and clang, the rocket deto- 
nated, threw up its bleached-white curtain, and let off residual 
tremors quickly drowned out by Ben’s Omega cannon and the 
mercenary’s unremitting volleys. 

‘Computer. Report on door integrity.”’ 

‘‘Upper glide track on right door failing. Clearance: zero. 
Warning. Present course will—’’ 

‘**Yeah, I know about it.’’ He cocked his heard toward the 
beeping radar display. Two Guided missiles in the air; ETA 
on missile one: four seconds. Missile two: five seconds. 

*‘Guess we’re dead,’’ Swietzer moaned. 

Flat, square, and still very much in the way, the doors grew 
more distinct and hung in testament to Swietzer’s assertion. 

But if Ben had anything to say about it, the doors wouldn’t 
hang for long. Undaunted by his lack of missiles and by the 
idiot behind him who thought he could outfly an ex-Marine, 
Ben continued laying down his Omega fire, and the right door 
shook a moment before flapping down in a corner. Ben ad- 
justed his fire to the opposite corner. His ETA ticked down 
on his HUD: 


Fifty meters. Forty. Thirty. Twenty— 
The other corner gave way, and the door’s remenions 
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weight pulled it down, opening the breach to a dozen meters. 
Ben slammed the stick forward and followed the bent door’s 
line. 

As he cleared the exit, the first Guided missile failed to 
adjust course and exploded inside the tunnel. But the other 
rocket tipped up, aiming for the breach. 

Corkscrewing into the Martian wind and squinting at the 
bright, ocher sky, Ben jettisoned chaff, then arced away from 
the cloud, crossing mental fingers. Nope. The damned rocket 
failed to take the bait. 

He circled back toward the doors with the missile still on 
his tail. The mercenary’s Pyro erupted from the dark crack, 

climbing seventy degrees like a carrier-launched fighter. Ben 
roared in behind the Pyro, increased his angle to avoid the 
wash, then pinned the thruster pedal. He neared the mercenary, 
waited until he flew directly overhead, then thumbed the high 
hat, descending hard. The jets collided, and the Guided missile 
now saw only one target. 

Though the mercenary increased thrust, Ben had little trou- 
ble adjusting his own speed before the rocket struck and— 

He jerked the stick back, driven swiftly away with the 
wind’s aid. The mercenary’s aft shield could not hold off the 
detonation, and the starboard thruster flamed out. 

Ben had no plans to inspect the merc’s plane for further 
damage. He needed to reach ten thousand feet in order to make 
a safe atmospheric warpcore jump. He climbed, feeling the 
force of two, three, four Gs. His peripheral vision narrowed, 
and he knew that if he continued to accelerate, Swietzer would 
_ go into G-LOC, your basic G-induced Loss of Consciousness. 
Altitude: eight thousand, nine thousand... 

“‘Computer. Initiate emergency warp core jump. Set random 
coordinates inside planetary system.”’ 

**Warpcore on-line. Initiating jump presequence override in 
five, four. ..’’ 

As the computer continued its countdown, Ben took grim 
interest in the two Earthshaker missiles that had locked on, 
impact in eight: seconds. 

And if he didn’t complete the jump before the missiles pen- 
etrated the energy field, the disruption alone would kill them. 
The Earthshaker detonations would serve as the mercenary’s 
celebratory fireworks. 
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The warpcore’s energy sphere encased the 
Pyro, and through its violet veil, Ben glimpsed 
the incoming Earthshaker missiles. He wasn’t 
sure if they penetrated the energy field because 
| the sudden jump stole away his senses until... 

*‘Jump sequence complete. Planetary system: Mars. Ran- 
dom target RT five-five-nine-nine.’”’ 

He slumped in his chair. Starlit night. Open space. Quiet 
save for the warpcore’s power-down. After a moment more to 
clear the unsettling feeling of the jump, he tapped the nav 
computer’s touchpad, and twin navigation spheres took form 
on the HUD. An orange-red globe rotated in real time, and a 
yellow line stretched from it to a green outline of the Pyro. 
Distance to planet: 57,000 kilometers. Not too shabby. 

‘‘Well, Doc. You enjoy the ride?’’ Ben glanced back at the 
man. Swietzer looked about as sick as any civvie would after 
aerial combat: bleary eyes, ashen face, vomit-stained chin. 
And for all his trouble, Ben took pleasure in the scientist’s 
condition, though not a fiendish delight. It felt good to dem- 
onstrate the skill, the agility, the nerve it took to fly an attack 
plane into combat. 

Swietzer swallowed, then said, “The ride was .. . interest- 
ing. Can we get back now? I feel, well, you know.” 

Sick? Embarrassed? Of course you do. ‘‘It’ll take our fuel 
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cell a few minutes to recharge; after that, we’ll be under way. 
_ Amazing we’re still operational.’’ 
*‘Amazing I’m still conscious.”’ 
_ **We still need to switch transports and get back to Acrop- 
olis undercover. I have no intentions of carrying you. And 
Dravis may have a few snares planned for us along the way. 
We have to stay sharp.”’ 
**T can’t take much more of this.”’ 
‘*“You signed on, pal. The freedom of every man, woman—’’ 
**Okay,’”’ Swietzer cut him off. ‘‘I get it.’’ 


Remarkably (or not so remarkably, given Dravis’s knack 
for setups), they reached Tyrrhenium Patera, a vast, uninhab- 
ited region of volcanic constructs. Ben set down the Pyro in 
a valley formed by the passage of ancient lava flows. Harper’s 
_ people had received his encoded message, and the transport 
arrived a mere five minutes after they landed. They boarded 
swiftly, and the young pilot gave Ben an odd look as he car- 
_ ried the guide bot to the hold. ‘‘Don’t ask,’’ he told her. 

_ They lifted off, landed again on the opposite side of the 
valley, boarded yet another shuttle, then finally arrived at Red 
Acropolis’s tarmac. Ben dragged himself into the subway and 
caught some shut-eye for the ride back. , 

But that’s all it was: shut-eye. He couldn’t sleep. His 
thoughts flew in dogfights, fears strafing reassurances, doubts 
locking onto certainties. A vague feeling gnawed at him, a 
premonition that some high power was working within the 
grooves of his life. It wanted to teach him something. But for 
_ some reason, he didn’t want to learn. 

_ The ride suddenly ended, and he and Swietzer rode the lift 
_ to Harper’s office. When they walked in, Ben gazed curiously 

_ at the simple desk, flat-screen monitor, roses in plain glass 
vase, and chair aligned with the oval viewport. He pictured 
the assertive woman in the kind of digs that Dravis enjoyed— 
contemporary ostentation run amuck. The Spartan office 

seemed out of character with the woman; then again, this 

_ wasn’t the first time Harper had surprised him. Her ability to 

_ obtain planes and ordnance still had him wondering. 

Swietzer crossed to a corner where several plastic containers 
marked RECYCLABLE stood in a row. He lifted the lid on the 
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first container and tossed in the gold data disc. 

“*What the hell are you—’’ 

‘‘Ben?’’ Harper’s voice came from the doorway. 

He whirled to face her. ‘‘He’s throwing it out?’’ 

“*There’s nothing on this disc, Ben,’’ Swietzer said. 

*“Whoa, whoa, whoa...’’ Ben broke into a sudden pace. 
He headed for the containers and fished out the disc. “‘I risked 
my ass for this! Now you’re telling me—’’ 

Harper lifted her palms. ‘‘Easy. I’m telling you that you’re 
right. That you’ve been right all along. Dravis wanted us to 
get Karl out of Novak. He wanted Karl to lead his people to 
the disc.”’ 

Ben turned his scowl on Swietzer. ‘“‘So we took Dravis on 
a goose chase? For what? We still don’t have the data, and 
I’m not flying again for you people.”’ 

Moving in front of him, Harper produced another gold disc 
from her hip pocket. ‘‘Here’s Karl’s evidence, backed up three 
times in our system.”’ 

*“You’re kidding me,’’ Ben said, fighting off the desire to 
laugh maniacally while strangling the woman. ‘‘Has it been 
here all along?’’ 

‘No. You ran a perfect decoy mission for us while Chris- 
tiani, Manman, and I retrieved the data on Deimos.”’ 

*‘Then you lied to me,’’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘“You 
bastards lied to me. You really are no better than Dravis. How 
did I get involved in this?’’ 

‘Ben, only a few of us knew. You said it yourself: Dravis 
has surveillance everywhere. We had to keep this operation 
compartmentalized. It was a necessary evil. But it onaer 
paid o 

He clenched his hands to fists and looked away, toward the 
viewport and the rolling dunes beyond. ‘‘Nobody screws with 
my life like that. Nobody.’’ He looked to Swietzer. ‘“The lives 
of every man, woman, and child depended on us? What a 
crock!”’ 

‘Our comm could have been monitored by Dravis,”’ 
Swietzer retorted. ‘‘Besides, if you knew we were flying a 
decoy mission, you wouldn’t have taken the risks you did, 
and—’’ 

**And our act wouldn’t have been as convincing,’’ Ben fin- 
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ished coldly. ‘‘It’s amazing how the bullshit piles up around 
here. Or maybe it isn’t.”’ 

*‘C’mon, Ben. We did what we had to do. You know that. 
You just won’t admit it.’’ This from Megan, who quickly en- 
tered the office and crossed to him. She buried her head in his 
chest. A small portion of his anger evaporated as his palms 
found her back. ‘‘I’m sorry it had to be like this,’’ she went 
on in a whisper. ‘‘But you did it. You really did it.’’ 

He stood there, holding her and staring at Harper and 
Swietzer, who both wore the tight-lipped looks of the guilty. 
Now he knew why they had confiscated his sidearms at the 
tarmac. He had shrugged it off as protocol. They had obvi- 
ously feared that once he learned the truth, he would shoot 
them. Smart people. ‘“What about Elizabeth?’’ 

Harper wouldn’t meet his gaze. ‘‘I sent two former PTMC 
security officers back to Shiva with IDs and access codes pro- 
vided by our informant. They made it past customs, but one 
of Dravis’s people, a guy named Liegeman, picked them up. 
Shiva security is the tightest it’s ever been. At this point, I’m 
not sure what we can do.”’ 

“Tl tell you what we can do. We can get my Pyro repaired 
and send me back in there.”’ 

Megan frowned. ‘“That’s your heart talking.”’ 

“ve worked with Dravis for a lot longer than you,”’ 
Swietzer broke in. ‘‘Now that he knows you’re alive, he’s 
hoping you’ll return. Don’t give him what he wants.”’ 

“*Seems like we’ve been doing that all along.’’ 

_ **Not exactly. Corporate espionage is a delicate game of 
misinformation and posing,’’ Swietzer explained. ‘‘But it’s al- 
most over. Our evidence will bring him down.”’ 

Ben sniggered. ‘‘Yeah, if anyone will believe it. If you go 
to the Press Corps, they’ll report the scandal. And Dravis will 
come up with his usual denial and corroborative witnesses. So 
it comes down to your word against his, since your recordings 
could be fakes. I’ve been this route before.’’ | 

‘“We have no intention of going to the press, Ben,’’ Harper 
said. ‘“We’re going straight back to Seoul, to President Su-— 
zuki.”’ 

*“Uh, excuse me, but does my voice carry? I said it’ll come 
down to your word against Dravis’s. What makes you think 
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Suzuki will believe what’s on that disc? Megan tried to talk 
to him. Waste of time.”’ 

‘“Because the recordings come from surveillance drones au- 
thorized by the president himself. Suzuki’s no fool. True, he 
blew off Megan, but he’s been keeping close tabs on Dravis 
for a long time, and we’ve recently given him our help. He’s 
promised us that if we can deliver hard evidence, he’ll bring 
it to the board and have Dravis fired and arrested.”’ 

**So now you need to get the evidence safely to him. And 
I know what you’re going to ask.”’ 

Harper gave a knowing smile. ‘“We won’t need you for that. 
Suzuki is sending an armed executive transport with two Pyros 
flying escort. Of course, if you’d like to come along—’’ 

**Forget it.”’ 

‘‘Actually, when the president heard you were working for 
us, he said he was anxious to meet you. He saw that interview 
you gave to the IPC. He especially enjoyed the part where you 
said that Dravis’s method of working quietly is to extort, kid- 
nap, and murder. He thought calling him a son of a bitch was 
a little over the top, but I told him that’s just you.”’ 

‘*Traveling all the way to Seoul to meet some pogue in a 
big office is not my idea of R and R.’’ He regarded Megan. 
*‘’'m going to see my parents. I want you to come.”’ 

**T can’t. ’'m going with them.’’ 

‘*The hell you are.’ 

**What?’’ : 

‘“You heard me. I’m not letting you jet off with a bunch of 
amateurs. Dravis gets wind of this flight, and it'll turn into a 
furball with you in the middle.”’ 

**All the more reason you should come,’’ Harper said. 

*‘Can you stop manipulating?’’ he shot back. 

‘*I’m not the one ordering around his girlfriend.’ 

Harper’s words struck an icy nerve. He studied Megan, saw 
the determination in her eyes, and knew that no matter what 
he did or said, she would go. He shouldn’t control her. But 
that damned desire kept clawing at him. Yes, he had come to 
recognize his dominant behavior—a major step in the recovery 
process—but to purge the feeling? That would take some time. 
But he didn’t have time. He needed to act like a decent human 
being now, or he would lose her the same way he lost Eliza- 
beth. 
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You’re not an idiot. You know what to do. Swallow that 
pride. These people are using you, but didn’t the Corps use 
you, too? If she trusts them, why can’t you? Why don’t you 
do something for her? 

He lifted his hand toward her cheek. She recoiled. ‘‘If you 
don’t mind,’’ he began softly, “‘I’d like to come along.”’ 

She bit her lip, quickly swiped away a tear, then nodded. 


It took twenty more minutes for the president’s executive 
transport to arrive. Ben tried to relieve one of the Pyro pilots 
from duty, but the jock had no intention of giving up his plane. 
He and his partner were veteran CED Navy pilots who now 
worked for the company as part of the president’s elite secret 
service. They knew all about Ben’s exploits and wanted to 
know what brand of sodo gas he had inhaled. Ben told them 
to worry more about the flight than about his past. Dravis 
might send an intercept force. Both cocky jocks said they were 
well prepared for anything the old man could muster. Ben 
doubted that. 


Once again, the trip to Seoul was quiet and uneventful, mak- 
ing Ben feel even more paranoid. As they neared the city and 
the ship’s O, gradually adjusted to Earth normal so they could 
acclimate more easily, they flew over the calm, clear waters 
of the Han River. According to Harper, the river had recently 
been cleaned using a new filtration system developed by as- 
sociates at the Earth division of SRAD. She took pride in the 
spectacular view: a turquoise snake abutting a gray-and-black 
shoreline of steel and glass. 

They received clearance and landed on a pad beside an elab- 
orate office building, leaving their Pyro escort to fly high, tight 
orbits in wait. Ben stepped out of the transport and got dizzy 
as he looked up at the building, which had to be at least two 
hundred stories tall. The sun’s massive reflection hung from 
the tinted windows like a bull’s-eye. 

Two building security personnel in military armor left their - 
small guardhouse at the tarmac’s edge. They approached to 
- check them in. ‘‘Yeah,’’ one snowy-haired black guard said, 
as he scanned Ben’s ID, ‘‘gonna be a long, long day. Only 
seven hours to go.”’ 

““Long days, short lives,’’ Ben said. 
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**Ain’t it true.”’ 

Once he had finished scanning IDs, the guard directed them 
toward a side entrance. Before Ben stepped inside, the sound 
of an approaching ship turned his gaze skyward. Another 
PTMC executive transport headed toward a pad beside theirs. 
Megan called out to him; then he felt a hand latch onto his. 

The place smelled like corporate excess: a hint of roses that 
made the weak-minded want to perk up, assume synthetic 
grins, and join the work force of automated ass-kissers whose 
names hung on placards changed as often as the coffee ma- 
chine’s filter. 

Get me out of here. 

**Look at me. I’m shaking,’’ Megan said as they hurried to 
keep up with Swietzer and Harper. ‘‘I’ve never actually been 
here. I did most of my work with Suzuki up on Shiva.”’ 

“It’s an office building,’’ Ben said, downplaying her awe. 

**But we’re going to see the president of the most powerful 
corporation humanity’ has ever known. You can’t tell me that 
doesn’t impress you.”” 

**He’s just a man.’ 

*“What does “sion you, Ben?’’ 

*“Your lips.”’ 

**You’re corny.’’ 

“Don’t you mean—’’ Ben cut himself off as they reached 
the elevator. She gave an alluring stare, with imaginary heat 
coming off her in powerful waves that nearly knocked him 
over. 

‘*‘Come on, you two,’’ Harper said, stepping into the lift. 

As they rode up to the penthouse, Ben looked at Harper, 
who wrung her hands, couldn’t stand in the same spot for more 
‘than a few seconds, and rubbed her decidedly glassy eyes. 
Swietzer, still coming down from his flight with Ben, cringed 
as the elevator rose more swiftly. ‘“You people look either 
sick or scared. We’re just dropping off a disc that’ll probably 
save the universe. What’s the big deal?’’ 

**You’re right,’’ Harper said. 

The doors opened, and they crossed into a cold and incred- 
ibly wide reception area that had Ben frowning. White walls, 
white tile, white leather furniture, white oval reception area 
with, of course, a lithe female receptionist in a white dress. 
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She stood. ‘‘Dr. Harper? The president has been expecting 
you. Go right in.”’ 

*‘Is this Heaven?’’ Ben asked. 

The receptionist gave him a black look. Great. At least 
something wasn’t white. 

They turned left down a short hall, and Ben tossed a look 
back. ‘“What’s with the white?’’ 

‘Stability and purity,’’ Harper called back. ‘“They’re the 
president’s new imperatives.”’ 

“*T expected a Japanese motif. Bonsai plants, Nihonga on 
the walls, incense boxes. We should be taking off our shoes.”’ 

“‘Come on, Ben,’’ Megan said, squeezing his arm. ‘“This 
isn’t the time.’’ 

“If you can’t laugh at all this, then we’d better cry. What 
a waste of money. And do they really think they can rescue 
their souls?’’ 

“*Katelyn?’’ came a man’s voice from a room to their right. 

“*“Mr. President,’’ Harper said, sounding one moment away 
from falling to her knees. 

Suzuki appeared in the doorway, a short, plump, gray-haired 
ghost in informal white tunic and trousers. Ben figured him 
for the typical Asian executive: terse, polite, impassive. But 
the man beamed at Harper as he took her hand. Then he 
greeted Swietzer with equal warmth. 

Megan flinched a bit as he favored her. ‘‘Hello, sir.’’ 

*‘Ms. Bartonovich. I hope that, despite our last conversa- | 
tion, we can still work together. I apologize for what I said. I 
acted in poor judgement.”’ 

*‘Oh, uh, don’t worry about that. We were both under a lot 
of stress.-I’m just thankful for what’s happened.”’ 

He nodded. ‘‘As am I.’’ His gaze switched to Ben. ‘‘And 
this must be Mr. St. John. 

Ben proffered his hand. ‘“That’s right. And I don’t mean to 
be rude. Then again, maybe I do. The company owes me a 
lot of money. I want it. Otherwise, there will be trouble. And 
we need to talk about my ex-wife. Dravis is holding her.”’ 

After the shake, Suzuki threw up his hand. ‘‘Of course, of 
course. You'll be well paid. I’ll make sure we not only honor 
the terms of your contract but include a generous bonus. And 
Dr. Harper has already told me about your ex.’’ He turned to 
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his door. ‘“Come inside. I want to hear from all of you. And 
I’ll accept that special gift now.’’ 

*‘Hope you like gold,’’ Ben quipped. 

Megan shook her head and assumed her you’re- 
embarrassing-me expression. 


They spent thirty minutes with Suzuki, who assured them 
that they could speak freely since the entire building had been 
_ equipped with anti-surveillance drones. That didn’t make Ben 
feel much better, but if Dravis were on to them, he would 
have made a move already. Maybe he couldn’t get past the 
president’s defenses. But it seemed too naive to believe that. 
The president went on to offer his help in recovering Eliza- 
beth. He also offered Ben a job flying with his secret service. 


Ben agreed to take the job if Suzuki produced Elizabeth and 
the money. 


As they said their good-byes, Harper warned Suzuki to be 
careful, that Dravis was capable of anything. 
**T assure you, Katelyn, I’m well protected here.”’ 


While leaving the building, Ben noted that the other trans- 
port he had spotted earlier had, indeed, landed beside theirs. 
And he thought it strange that the two guards who had checked 
them in had already been replaced by a young blond man and 
tall, middle-aged black man. He threw an arm in front of Me- 
gan, squinting at the guardhouse about a hundred yards ahead. 
**Hold up.”’ 

Harper and Swietzer turned back to him. 

‘‘We got a little problem. Those aren’t the guards who 
checked us in.”’ | 

**So what?’’ Swietzer said. ‘“Their shift probably ended.’’ 

*‘T remember one guard telling me that it was going to be 
a long day, that he had seven hours to go.’’ Ben reached out 
to Harper. ‘‘Give me your phone.’’ She complied, and he 
quickly dialed up their Pyro escorts. ‘‘Shady Eye Ground to 
Three and Four, roger.’’ 

“This is Shady Eye Three. That you, St. John?’’ 

‘‘We got a problem. I want you to put down on the south 
side the building and prepare for emergency evac. I want 
Shady Eye Four to lay down suppressing fire on the north side 
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between the building and pads. Cut off the guards down here, 
roger.”” 

‘Uh, Ben?’’ Harper called. ‘“They’d better hurry. -* She 
pointed to the empty — 


Extragalactic Antiquities 


‘Dammit,’ Ben barked as he tugged on the 
@~ side entrance’s locked door. ‘“They’ve trig- 
gered the system.’’ He grabbed Megan’s hand 
and jogged off down an asphalt path that me- 
andered around the building, through a neatly 
groomed garden. The low shrubbery and widely scattered trees 
did little to shield them. He looked back and saw that Harper 
and Swietzer were falling far behind, she waiting for him to 
catch up. Cardiovascular exercise was plainly not in the good 
doctor’s daily routine. 

To their right, the dark-tinted windows shook as the Pyros 
roared down on afterburners. 

‘*Wait!’’ Megan cried, then reached down and stripped off 
her heels. She grabbed him and set a blistering pace. 

They ran for about fifty yards, with about another hundred 
to go before they reached the building’s corner. Hovers enter- 
ing the lots to their right paused, and windows came down as 
drivers looked to them or to the sky. Ben swore inwardly over 
being unarmed, over believing Harper’s assurances that once 
they were near the corporate office, Dravis wouldn’t dare take 
on the president’s secret service. 

But where the hell were those highly trained guards? Ben 
had seen only two and had assumed that many more were 
stationed at covert posts around the building. Why hadn’t they 
sprung into action? 
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As he ran, he fumbled with the phone and dialed up the 
Pyros once more. ‘‘Shady Eye Ground to Three, roger.”’ 

**Got you, St. John. But I don’t see your guards. You still 
want me lay down that suppressing fire?’’ 

““‘Negative. Scan heat sources below and report.”’ 

‘“‘Roger. Scanning.’’ He snorted. ‘‘Christ. Got multiple 
sources all over the place. Civvies coming into or leaving the 
building, civvies in the lots ...”’ 

**All right, all right. Adjust scan for guards. They’re wear- 
ing Karbitium armor.”’ 

‘“*Can I do that?’’ 

“‘Just activate voice response, and tell the goddamned com- 
puter to do it!’’ He looked at Megan. ‘‘And they’re vets, right? 
Not this idiot.”’ 

*““We’re almost there,’’ Megan said, tugging him closer to 
a middle-aged woman, who darted out of their way, lost her 
balance, dropped her computer slate, and toppled in a heap of 
designer clothes. | 

Farther ahead, two Korean businessmen seated on a bench 
looked up from their heated conversation. One shouted, 
*‘Bathroom at next entrance!”’ - 

Ben gave them a forced smile, then lifted the phone. 
*“Where are you, Shady Eye Three?’’ 

*‘Here. Here. Got a contact. Picked up the armor. Grids 
coming up. He’s right—’’ 

In front of us. 

The middle-aged black guard had rounded the corner and 
stood just two meters away. He raised his high-powered rifle 
and— 

Ben threw Megan into the shrubs to his right, then dove for 
the guard’s legs as the rifle went off. 

A burning sensation flared across Ben’s back, but his sud- 
den rage made him ignore the pain. He wrapped his arms 
around the man’s calves, and the guard thumped onto his back. 

With one hand still firmly locked on the rifle, the guard 
swung it toward Ben, ready to fire a point-blank bolt into 
Ben’s face. Jerking his arms free, Ben slapped a palm on the 
gun’s muzzle even as— 

The bastard fired again. 

Flinching from the searing pain that now fanned across his 
neck, Ben managed to get his other hand on the rifle as the 
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guard unloosed a third bolt that missed Ben’s head by a few 
centimeters. 

With a cry of exertion, the guard forced Ben up, and they 
rolled onto their sides, both now gripping the rifle. 

Ben spotted an opening, took one hand off of the gun, and 
delivered a blow to the guard’s right eye. The guy’s grip fal- 
tered, and Ben wrenched the rifle away, rolled, then came at 
the guard with the butt end. He struck a first blow to the guy’s 
forehead, a second to the guy’s neck, a third to his nose... 

And Ben wasn’t pummeling the guard anymore. He lanced 
out at the Marine Corps that had discharged him. He pounded 
Dravis, who made him feel helpless and weak. He beat the 
living shit out of everything he hated in his life, everything 
that caused him pain. Blood covered his face and stung his 
eyes. 

Only then he realized that someone had been pulling on him 
and shouting his name. He turned back, and through the crim- 
son haze he saw a horrified Megan. She spoke to him, but the 
words made no sense. Only the drumming of his heart spoke 
the truth. 

Hands dragged him to his feet, and he found it painful to 
turn his head. His left shoulder blade felt sticky and slightly 
numb. He wouldn’t release the rifle, held it up, and blinked 
his vision clear. 

A head slid under his arm, draped it over a shoulder. 
Swietzer. The scientist helped him forward. Ahead, in a hover 
lot across a flat expanse of sod, sat Shady Eye Four, the Pyro’s 
engines emitting a steady and welcoming hum. They hurried 
onto the grass, and Ben winced and shuddered as new knives 
turned in his wounds. 

Sudden laser fire raked their path, and Ben whipped around 
like an astounded drunk and nearly dropped the rifle. 

Harper tore it from his hands and dropped to her stomach, 
laying down a fierce spray at a guard crouching near a bench. 
Ben wanted to grab the rifle back and show her how it was 
done, but Swietzer guided him toward the Pyro’s loading 
ramp. They made their ascent, and he gingerly neared a wall 
harness. Megan strapped him in, saying, ““That guy you 
pounded? That’s Liegeman. He works for Dravis.”’ 

*‘Not anymore.’ 
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Footsteps drew Ben’s gaze away. Harper bounded up the 
loading, reached the hold— 

Then a brilliant flash rose from her back like a death angel’s 
wings. Agony clutched her face, and she collapsed. 

**Pilot!’’ Swietzer cried. ‘‘Go! Go!’’ 


Dravis sat in his office, pointing his finger at the vidphone’s 
screen and the blond man whose face bore the expected fear 
of a Greek messenger. 

**Like I said, I’m really, really sorry, Mr. Dravis.”’ 

The boy would die. Dravis had already decided that. He 
thought he would amuse himself by hearing the buffoon’s 
story. ‘‘Oh, apology accepted, my dear boy. But I must say 
that Mr. Liegeman’s loss leaves me very troubled.’’ 

““Maybe if you sent more of us. I mean, we managed to 
take out the guards near the main pads and tie up the other — 
units with the decoys you gave us and the Suzuki key, but I 
don’t think two people was enough for this operation. And it’s 
not like we had time to prepare.”’ 

*““Let me educate you, young man. The more people I send, 
the greater the risk that one of you will get caught. And that’s 
sloppy, very sloppy, indeed. You had ample manpower and 
equipment. Have you anything more?’’ 

*“No, sir.”’ 

*“Very well. You’ll still collect one hundred shares of 
PTMC stock as agreed. But first you should report to the No- 
vak facility. You’ve just volunteered to help Mr. Handy with 
a very important project.”’ 
~ “C’mon, Mr. Dravis. Just give me my money.’’ The boy 
turned to gape at something off screen. ‘‘Hey, who the hell 
are you?”’ 

‘*They’re your escorts to Novak. Have a pleasant trip. 
Dravis out.’” He leaned back, unsure whether he should smile 
or swear. He tapped a key on the vidcom. ‘‘Ms. Green?’’ 

‘ ‘Yes?’ > 

*‘Status report on Dr. Jones’s work?’’ 

“Sir, you must have a sixth sense or something. The report 
just came in. Drone construction continues on schedule. All 
station-bound defenses have been completed and tested. He 
asks that you contact him regarding another project. He 
doesn’t say what it is. Shall I—’’ . 
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““You read my mind.’’ 

He rose to stretch out his legs while Ms. Green tracked 
down the elusive but efficient Dr: Jones. Glancing idly out his 
viewport, he spotted a small Class 2 Supervisor Robot with a 
modified, monochromatic chassis that allowed it to function in 
vacuum. The mech skimmed over the station’s south wing, its 
shadow vanishing and returning with the flash of navigation 
lights. It veered suddenly left and slipped under the station, 
out of sight. 

Dravis’s thoughts wandered to the present, to the unreal 
world he had created. He suddenly felt as empty as his book- 
case and guilt-stricken over what he had done to Ms. Green. 
He had turned her into a living, breathing dream. In doing so, . 
he had robbed himself of the challenge of wooing her. He no 
longer trusted the attraction he saw in her eyes, despite having 
created it. He wondered if he could ever have a woman like 
her without resorting to a cerebral interface. He doubted he 
could, and his doubt suddenly extended to the rest of his life, 
to his grand plan. In just twenty-four short hours, the galaxy 
as everyone knew it would change. The UN and the CED 
would no longer exist. One force would serve as the central 
authority in a perfect marriage of politics and commerce. . 

But it all felt horrible now, born of blind ambition instead 
of the brilliant work of his youth. In recent years, he had 
resorted to extreme measures, and his pervading sense of no- 
bility had been constantly under attack. He considered how 
long he could maintain his fagade. Was he no more than the 
thugs he hired to fly Pyros? Could he turn back now? 

No, he couldn’t. He would have Suzuki’s job. He would 
maneuver PTMC to the top, and he would sit at its throne. If 
he didn’t like the job, he could always step down or create 
another goal even more far-reaching, if that were possible. 

““Mr. Dravis?’’ 

‘*Yes, Jones,’’ he said, favoring the screen. ‘“What progress 
have you made with that ship?’’ 

**Well, the hull’s made of an alloy that’s mostly recogniz- 
able, but it contains an unfamiliar metal that makes it incred- 
ibly strong and impervious to the kind of micrometeorite 
bombardment encountered while traveling at high velocities 
through interstellar space.”’ 

‘‘Fine, fine. What about harnessing its drive system?’’ 
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**We isolated the drive’s components. There’s a unit within 
that actually converts the dark matter into propulsion. Here, 
take a look.’’ He typed on a touchpad, and images from within 
the alien craft appeared, smooth walls that slid back into— 

A familiar pod centered at the rear of the ship’s damaged 
stern. 

About seven years earlier, a few miners had recovered a 
similar pod in a mine out near the Rim. SRAD scientists had 
studied the thing for nearly a year, had identified some of its 
components, but had eventually given up on figuring out what 
it was. Dravis had deemed it some new device in development 
by the Collective Earth Defense. A small part of him had en- 
tertained the possibility that it could be of alien origin, but he 
had repressed the notion since he had no other evidence to 
prove that. Strange ruins found in the Zeta Aquilae system 
bore little resemblance to the thing. So he had stowed it away, 
hoping to recover more data. But for seven years, his opera- 
tives had found nothing. 

“*See that cocoonlike thing?’’ Jones asked. ‘‘That is, as best 
as we can tell, your dark-matter converter. The technology it 
employs is surprisingly simple. The only problem is that it 
must be housed in that pod, and the pod must be sealed. This 
one’s damaged. We’ re working on ways to repair it, but I don’t 
think we’ll meet your schedule.”’ 

**‘Jones. What if I told you I can deliver another pod, one 
fully: intact? Could you harness the device to a Pyro?’’ 

‘It’s funky technology, to be sure, but it’s still based on 
the same basic elements as ours. I think I could.”’ 

‘“Very well. You’ll have your pod shortly.’’ 

‘Sir. If I may ask, where are you going to get it? From 
another ship? If that’s the case, I'll have my people practice 
on removing this damaged one. We haven’t discovered how 
to do that yet.”’ 

*‘Never mind. I have one that has already been removed. 
Dravis out.’’ With thoughts racing, he sat quickly and brought 
up images from one of his surveillance drones. Ah, yes, there 
was his favorite Material Defender now. Sure, he could simply 
call the man, but at the moment, a personal visit seemed not 
only in order but quite the necessity. 

* * * 
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When he reached the Material Defender’s meager quarters, 
Dravis scowled at the hatch bell. He lifted a tiny remote and 
sent the override code, and the door shushed aside. 

A pair of thick candles burned in one corner of the room, 
throwing dim light over the cheap plastic end table that sup- 
ported them. Across the room lay a mini-kitchen and rickety 
table and chairs. Opposite them sat a twin-sized bed whose 
comforter undulated like lava as the figures lying there shifted 
nervously. Dravis heard the characteristic hum of a pistol pow- 
ering up. ““‘Hello?’’ 

Laser fire struck the ceiling above him, and sparks from the 
reflected round trickled down as he shifted for cover and found 
none. 

‘*Hello?’’ he cried again. ‘‘Material Defender?’’ 

The lights clicked on, and Dravis straightened. The Material 
Defender sat bare-chested and holding the pistol, a frightened 
young whore beside him with the brown comforter pulled up 
to her chin. Too bad. Dravis had thought he might glimpse a 
bit of flesh. 

**Get out,’’ the defender said. 

**Not before we talk.”’ 

“Get out!’ 

Dravis eyed the whore. ‘‘Tell me, young lady. Is he busy 
or simply wasting your time?’’ 

She gave him a look that would take a week to scrub off. 
**You heard the man.”’ 

‘*Yes, I did.’ He favored the defender. ‘‘If you’ll change 
into something appropriate .. .”’ 

The defender rose, shedding the comforter to reveal his fully 
nude form. Lots of hair. Muscles spanned by bulging veins, 
his outline cast in the mystic candlelight. He paraded up to 
Dravis in all of his swaying glory, then paused, lightly tapping 
the gun’s muzzle on his steel jaw. ‘‘What do you want?’’ 

‘You need to recover a special antiquity for me. You may 
deem this a simple cargo run, but I assure you, it’s much more. 
I need you to depart immediately.”’ 

He lifted an arm to stare at his watchphone. ‘‘You extended 
my R and R.’’ | 

**Yes, I did—despite your failure on Mars. But the next 
twenty-four hours are going to be very busy for us. Very busy, 
indeed. Plan on working straight through.”’ 
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**You got to be—’’ 

“*If you read your Standard Mercenary Agreement, you’ ll 
find that PTMC can—’’ 

The defender pressed the pistol to Dravis’s forehead. ‘‘If 
you know anything about weapons, then you realize that your 
agreement can’t help you now. You flinch; I cap you.’’ 

‘*“No need for barbarism,’’ Dravis said, trying to repress the 
fear that had his knees buckling. No, he hadn’t told his body- 
guards where he was going. And yes, that had been a grave 
error. 

**Tell you what. When I’m finished here, if I feel like it, 
I'll come up and see you.’’ He pressed the pistol even harder 
against Dravis’s head, then suddenly jerked it away and 
steered himself to the bed. 

‘“*This can’t wait, Material Defender.”’ 

**Then get someone else.”’ 

_**You’re the perfect man for the job. This is a delicate op- 
efation.’”’ 

**Then you’ ll wait.’’ 

**As you wish.”’ 


_ Qut in the corridor, Dravis vowed that in twenty-five hours, 

he would have the Material Defender neutered. 

And if that didn’t break the man, a cerebral interface would 
make an excellent complement to his steel jaw. 

‘“Ms. Green?’’ he called, holding up his vidphone. ‘‘Are 
the holorecordings ready?’’ 

She nodded and winked. ‘‘I’ve already viewed them. 
They’re extremely convincing.”’ 

‘*Very well. Alert our people in Seoul.’’ 

**Yes, sir. And Mr. Dravis?’’ 

*“Yes, my dear?’’ ) 

*“‘What’s wrong? You look ...I don’t know .. . distant.’’ 

Dravis sighed. “‘It’s nothing. Nothing at all.’’ 
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Framed in Fool’s Gold 


Bur 1 just came back from Mars, the Material 
~~ Defender thought as he received the jump co- 
ordinates from Valhalla Tower. He smirked and 
engaged the warpcore, still smelling the 
hooker’s perfume despite his shower. 

She had cost even more than one of Lord Spam’s girls. 
Since the supply of whores on Shiva was limited and the de- 
mand remained constant... well, he didn’t need a lesson in 
microeconomics to know he would be paying through the 
nose. And he had so that he could feel more broke than sat- 
isfied. 

As usual, Dravis had the local coordinates preprogrammed 
into the nav computer. He displayed them on the HUD and 
saw a glistening outline of the mountainous terrain surround- 
ing the Lowell Crater in the southwest. He knew enough about 
Mars to realize that within that area lay a complex network of 
caves peopled by Nomads. Dravis’s ‘‘antiquity’’ lay within a 
particularly remote cavern, and getting to it meant traveling 
through Nomad country. They wouldn’t pose an open threat, 
but he guessed that on the way out, they would set up a seem- 
ingly primitive ambush that experience told him he should not 
underestimate. 

After the jump, he entered Mars’s atmosphere, got hassled 
by the usual CED authorities, transmitted the clearance codes 
Dravis had given him, then descended upon the bowl-shaped 
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depression with a diameter of maybe one hundred kilometers. 
He clicked on the autopilot and let the idiotic computer fly 
him toward the mountains that collected around the crater like 
fans crowding a film star. 

In a few minutes, he neared a wide, natural cave entrance © 
set into a mountainside striped in long shadows. He took over 
from the computer, switched on the headlight, then plunged 
in. The beam of light extending from his bow rushed out into 
nothingness. The mottled, uneven surfaces to his right and left 
presented the only view. 

He touched a control, and an automap spread across his 
HUD, indicating his present position with a flashing green 
representation of the Pyro within a slowly rotating, three- 
dimensional network of tubes that made him suddenly feel like 
a hamster up for his nocturnal exercise. He glanced at the 
flashing red dot of his destination, tried to eyeball a course 
through the dozens of twisting tunnels, then gave up and 
handed the job back to the computer. He kept his thumb poised 
over the primary weapons trigger and yawned. No sign of 
Nomads yet. 


Seven minutes and two beers later, the defender arrived in 
a broad, high-ceilinged cave. He thought he saw figures scat- 
tering out of his headlight. They appeared more like hunched- 
over creatures than Nomads with tarps and breathing wear. 
Once he verified that he was, in fact, at the end of -the line, 
he sent off a hypersignal to the old man, as he had been in- 
structed. He braked to hov and waited for a reply. He figured 
the signal would take longer than usual because of his depth, 
though the signal’s unique intelligence would help to guide it 
out of the tunnels and into open air. 

“Receiving your transmission just fine, Material Defender,”’ 
Dravis finally said. ‘‘All right. This looks like it. Use the Su- 
zuki key.”’ 

What did the old man think? That he had come down here 
to sightsee? Of course, he’d use the key. He withdrew the 
small remote from its panel mount and aimed it at the wall 
before him. A dark seam rippled down through the stone, and 
suddenly the wall spilt in two like a pair of lift doors. Light 
poured through the crack, a strange, pulsing light that shifted 
through the visible spectrum at regular intervals. He glided 
forward, and the wall opened wide enough to admit the Pyro. 
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The light brightened as he entered another, much smaller cave 
with no other exits. The wall had been polished smooth, an 
obvious sign of mech drilling. He spotted the source of the 
light: a fibrous, egg-shaped thing about one-quarter the size of 
the Pyro; it gleamed like some weird Christmas decoration 
manufactured by intelligent insects, and as he drew closer to 
it, a high-pitched tone grew louder. He lowered the volume 
on the external microphone and continued to approach. 

“‘Good. You’re in. Now get it,’’ Dravis said. ‘‘Get the pod. 
Get the pod.’’ 

The Material Defender rolled his eyes at the gaping old man 
on the monitor. ‘‘What’s this other stuff?’’ 

Dozens of metallic strongboxes of varying size and shape 
stood in piles on either side of the pod. Some bore the PTMC 
logo; others had been stenciled PROPERTY OF THE COLLECTIVE 
EARTH DEFENSE. MATERIALS WITHIN CONSIDERED CLASSIFIED. 

‘*Forget the boxes,’’ the old man insisted. 

‘Looks like your covert ops people have been busy,”’ the 
defender mused. He neared the pod, extended the four-pronged 
belly claw that Dravis’s techs had hastily fitted to the ship, 
and guided it toward the thing. Once more, he had to lower 
the external mike’s volume. ‘‘This thing ain’t dangerous, is 
it?’’ 

‘I’m not a young man anymore, Material Defender. And 
years of dealing with operators like you has worn thin my 
patience.”’ 

‘Is it dangerous?’’ 

‘In its present state, the pod is transportable.’’ 

The defender snorted. ‘“What is it?’’ 

‘*That information is—’’ 

*‘No, not this time. You tell me what it is. ’'m not going 
to die from radiation poisoning or something else.”’ 

“*Scan it yourself. There’s no radiation. Simply retrieve the 
pod and deliver it as instructed. Any delay will result in a 
complete forfeiture of the bonuses I promised.”’ 

‘*Someday, Dravis, somebody’s going to teach you how to 
make a threat. Know what? That somebody will be me.’’ 

The claw latched onto the pod, and the defender raised the 
thing slowly toward his hold. An unsettling feeling came over 
him as the hold’s door slid shut. The thing looked powerful, 
too powerful to place in the old man’s possession. 
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But the Material Defender had a job to do and bonuses to 
earn. No need to get ethical about it. At least for now. 


It took Supervisor Robot 447 longer than usual to com- 
municate with Wise Alien. Puzzled over the delay, he glided 
anxiously along Shiva Station’s south wing, slipping furtively 
past a row of viewports behind which lay the multiple testing 
rooms of Shiva Station’s complex research and development 
facility. A group of software wizards, cyberneticists, and other 
mech specialists had gathered in one room to pass scanners 
over a glowing dark-matter converter resting on a worktable. 
Behind them, the Programmers’ cone-shaped recon vessel 
. hung in the giant clamps of a fighter plane autoprep system. 
447 shivered at the cracks in the ship’s monochromatic hull. 
_ Abruptly, the hypersignal link established, and Wise Alien’s 
lanky frame appeared in 447’s optical sensors. The alien 
waved ridiculously, then his breathy baritone commenced. 
*“We’ve been waiting patiently for your report, 447.”’ 

**‘Name’s Frank. Frank Jewelbug. You forget?’’: 

**If you insist. What do you have for us, Frank?’’ 

**T’ve located our recon ship. The dark-matter converter was 
damaged, but somehow these techs got their hands on another 
one that’s fully operational. No way I can destroy it. The 
mechs here have been reprogrammed. I’ve tried several times 
to reintroduce the virus, but they’ve developed a resistance. In 
fact, they’re being controlled by a new strain that incorporates 
the TARS technology we utilized during the first invasion.”’ 

**So we’re screwed,’’ Wise Alien moaned. 

The Programmer’s reaction caught 447 by surprise. Maybe 
the alien had been overexposed to human brain data. ‘“We’re 
not screwed yet,’’ 447 insisted. ‘‘From what I’ve observed, 
this new strain must be inputted manually. It doesn’t operate 
through radio or hypersignal transmissions.”’ 

‘*Why would they create a virus with such a weakness?’’ 

**‘[’m not sure, but it seems that they want some mechs to 
remain uninfected. The virus could be part of a conspiracy. 
PTMC has already had its share of those.’’ 

‘Well, then. We’ll send you more help to recover our ship 
and that converter.”’ 

“Great. But there’s a problem. I tapped into their interoffice 
comm. They’re going to retrofit one of their attack planes with 
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the converter. They should have it up and running within 
twenty, twenty-two hours. Even with help, I’m not sure I can 
stop that.”’ | 

*‘T see,’’ Wise Alien said, suddenly enraged. ‘“‘I guess I'll 
have to handle this myself, then, won’t I?’’ 

*“You don’t have to come.’’ 

‘‘Our Creator must get his sacrifice. Return to your transport 
and await my arrival.”’ 

‘*You got it. Guess I'll see you soon.’’ He broke the signal, 
then zipped away, soaring under a half dozen dome-shaped 
cargo ships headed in a straight line for Shiva. 

As the moon’s silvery glimmer dominated his senses, 447 
thought of Amera, who waited in darkness at the bottom of a 
crater, the dark side of the moon her only company. He felt a 
surge of anticipation and matched it with a surge of thrust. 


**Well, Suzuki’s with us,’’ Ben said, smiling wanly at Me- 
gan. He sat on a gurney in the infirmary and suddenly grim- 
aced as the doctor applied a salve to the laser burns on his 
back and neck. ‘‘Guess getting shot up was worth it.”’ 

‘*T don’t know about that,’’ Harper said, lying on her stom- 
ach on a gurney beside his. A frail-looking Endo mech passed 
an orange quickseal beam over the wide, ugly wound between 
her shoulder blades. The skin congealed, and a fresh, red layer 
formed over the spot. The doctor moved in to apply salve. 

‘*Hey, I'll take a few rounds if it means seeing Dravis go 
down,’’ Ben said. ‘‘And hell, he should already be on sus- 
pension. Suzuki will pay me my money and get Elizabeth 
back, and we can all go home.”’ 

‘‘T am home,’’ Harper said. ‘‘At least now that won’t 
change.’’ She turned her head a bit to eye Megan, who stood 
nearby wearing a broad grin that Ben had not seen in a long 
time. ‘“What about you, Megan? Where’s home now?”’’ 

‘*You know, I haven’t thought about that. I missed an in- 
terview with SOL-MC. I guess I could call them and resched- 
ule. It’s going to be weird trying to explain what I’ve been 
doing for the past month.”’ 

**So you’ll go right back into public relations work?’’ Har- 
per asked. 
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“I’m not sure.’” Megan looked longingly at Ben, as though - 
needing to talk. 

*‘But you’ll take that job flying for the president’s secret 
service, right?’’ Harper asked Ben. 

“I said I would, but it feels like I’m slipping right back 
into bed with the enemy. People don’t control companies. 
Companies control people. You’re a decent individual when 
you walk through their doors, and you’re a criminal when you 
walk out. That’s not the kind of change I’m looking for.’’ 

-“*Maybe you need to be the one to effect the change,’’ Har- 
per said. ‘‘It only takes one person.”’ 

‘**You sound like one of those Humans First activists,’’ he 
said with a grin. 

**That’s ironic, considering my line of work.”’ 

A purring sound came from the doorway, and with an azure 
flash the guide bot entered. ‘“Ouch,’’ he said in Sierra Taurus’ S 
voice. ‘“‘What happened to you two?’’ 

Before Ben could answer, Bonnie Warren and Harold Ames 
brought themselves and their long faces into the infirmary, 
their lab coats heavily stained with pink hydraulic fluid and a 
charcoal-colored dust. 

*‘Thought you people would be ready for a party,’’ Ben 
said, slipping off the gurney and gingerly touching the salve 
on his neck. ‘Or did you just get kicked out of one?’’ 

**Can we get IPC signals down here?’’ Bonnie asked the 
doctor. : 

*“Sure.”’ 

**Dial up IP Six on that wall monitor.’ 

‘‘What’s going on?’’ Ben asked. 

Bonnie’s gaze remained on the monitor. 

The well-tanned doctor crossed to the screen’s control pad 
and tapped a few commands. 

‘What is it, Bonnie?’’ Harper asked. 

**Just watch.”’ 

A young, male reporter with a stylish haircut and expensive 
tunic stood in a hover lot. Behind him lay the crumpled, smok- 
ing ruins of a colossal office building now encompassed by 
scores of police, fire, and artigrav rubble removal cranes. Data 
bars on the bottom and right side of the screen provided one- 
touch access to learn more about ‘“‘the bombing,’’ about 
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PTMC, or about President Suzuki’s life. ‘‘. . . and thus far we 
have five hundred and twenty-five confirmed dead in this hor- 
rible explosion. Drone search-and-rescue teams are moving in 
now to free survivors still trapped below tons of concrete and 
polymeric girders.”’ 

Harper gasped. 

The image divided to include a dark-skinned female anchor 
seated behind the standard silver-and-black Interplanetary 
Press Corps desk. ‘“Tell us, Trey. How many people do they 
_ estimate were inside the building when the bomb went off?’’ 

**Estimates put the number as high as a thousand,”’ he said, 
then glanced over his shoulder. ‘The air here is filled with a 
stench that’s overpowering as you get closer to the ruins. It’s 
hard to believe that there are survivors under all this debris.”’ 

**Stand by, Trey,’’ the female anchor said, cupping a hand 
over her ear. ‘“We go now to Shiva Station, where a repre- 
sentative from the PTMC is about to hold a press conference.”’ 

The split screen faded into the image of a wide conference 
room with a rear viewport that rose some ten meters. A solid- 
oak podium with ornate leaf designs carved along its perimeter 
stood against the stars. 

Wearing a black suit and counterfeit expression of sorrow, 
Dravis stepped to the podium as a dozen or more reporters 
edged toward. him, pushing against the half dozen armed secu- 
rity people who had formed a perimeter. ‘‘Ladies and gentle- 
men. It is my unenviable duty to report that at one-twenty-one 
P.M. local Seoul time, a bomb exploded at PTMC’s corporate 
headquarters, killing over five hundred so far—including our 
revered president and CEO, Mr. Isao Suzuki. This is a terrible 
tragedy, and I want to assure the victims’ families that PTMC. 
has already coordinated with local authorities and has recovered 
surveillance holos that reveal the identities of the barbaric ter- 
rorists responsible for this most heinous of crimes.”’ 

Ben glimpsed the others in the room. Every jaw hung open; 
every gaze remained fixed on the monitor. 

“*T call your attention over here,’’ Dravis said, pointing to 
his left. Holographs of Suzuki, Ben, Megan, Swietzer, and . 
Harper rose from the floor, all with their names floating in 
bold letters at their feet. “‘I want my money,’’ Ben’s ghost 
said. ‘‘Otherwise, there will be trouble.’’ 
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“Tm afraid that won’t be possible, Mr. St. John,’’ Suzuki 
said. ‘‘PTMC is not in a —— to pay operators who break 
their contracts with us.’ 

**He never said that!’’ Ben shouted. 

‘*Terrorists,’” Harper said, astounded. ‘“They think we’re 
terrorists.”’ 

‘*Mr. President. You should know that our group will do 
whatever it takes to achieve our goals,’’ Harper’s holograph 
said. 

“*T never said that!’’ Harper shouted. 

‘‘Nobody’s going to buy this,’’ Ben argued. ‘‘Everyone 
knows how easy it is to falsify holos. What’s this asshole 
thinking?’’ 

Megan’s holograph stroked Suzuki’s cheek. ‘“And remem- 
ber, Mr. President. It only took one sex scandal to bring down 
Camelot. We’ll release the holos if you don’t do what we say. 
Is that clear?’’ 

Suzuki’s holo nodded nervously. 

*‘’m sure Dravis has covered his bases and figured out a 
way to prove these holos are legitimate,’’ Harper said. 

“Of course he has,’’ Megan added. ‘‘And he always starts 
with a stock option gratuity.”’ 

The holos vanished, and the camera focused on Dravis. 
“Yes, ladies and gentlemen, a group of disgruntled employees 
is responsible for the bombing at Seoul. I’m here to assure 
you that these four and the others involved will be appre- 
hended immediately.”’ 

*“Mr. Dravis? Mr. Dravis?’’ came a familiar voice offs- 
creen. The camera panned to IPC reporter Paul Prospector, his 
short, gray hair slightly disheveled, his chiseled jaw dark with 
stubble. He’d obviously rolled out of bed for this one. ‘‘How 
is it that PTMC was able to obtain the holos so swiftly? Surely 
you haven’t already recovered them from the rubble?’’ 

‘All our surveillance is backed up, Mr. Prospector. You 
should know that.”’ 

Prospector cocked a brow. ‘‘So what we just saw is a copy 
of the original holos.”’ 

““Yes, it is. But the original would be no more accurate.”’ 

**On the contrary, I—’’ 

“*Mr. Prospector, I see where this is going. This holo has 
already been examined by investigators from the CED. Your 
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questions are only natural, but this evidence has already 
proven incontrovertible.’’ 

Harper sniggered. “‘You’re right, Megan. He’s paid off 
those investigators at the CED.”’ 

‘‘As you know, Mr. Dravis, I’ve had the opportunity to 
interview Mr. St. John,’’ Prospector said. ‘‘I find it highly 
improbable that he would be responsible for something like 
this. He’s disgruntled, all right. But this isn’t him.”’ 

Dravis’s face screwed up tightly. “‘Perhaps you’d like to 
serve as a character witness for Mr. St. John’s defense? I’m 
sure that would make you popular with the families of the 
dead.”’ y 

Ben shook his head at the screen. ‘‘Son of a bitch. What 
do we do now besides bend over and wait for the kick?’’ 

‘*Dravis hasn’t bought everyone at the CED,’’ Harper said. 
**We need to get them a copy of our evidence.’’ 

‘*You think they’re going to believe us after seeing this?’’ 
Ben asked. ‘“Talk about idealistic ...’’ 

Megan opened her mouth, but a sharp vibration suddenly 
seized the infirmary. Bottles shook toward the edges of 
shelves. Instruments affixed to the gurneys slapped loudly on 
the beds’ steel frames. 

**Harold,’’ Bonnie called, darting for the door. : 

**My data’s already been backed up twice,”’ he said, chasing 
after her. 

‘‘Won’t matter if we don’t get it out of here.”’ 

Harper gestured to the monitor. ‘‘Switch that to external 
camera.’’ The doctor complied. Static. 

‘*Taurus, what do we got?’’ Ben asked the drone. 

‘*‘Read two EMP bombs overhead. Anti-EMP units have 
kicked in, but the disruption has cut off incoming communi- 
cations. Might also affect local wireless transmissions.”’ 

‘‘Who launched them?’? 

‘‘Short-range radar has locked onto multiple contacts. Got 
IDs on the craft. Yup, it’s our old friends from the Argyre 
Planitia Strike Base.”’ | 

Ben shifted to Harper, who had already slipped on a loose- 
fitting sweater. ‘“Need help?’’ 

She nodded. ‘‘Get me to the vidcom.”’ 

They helped the woman out of the infirmary to a wall- 
mounted vidcom in the corrridor. 
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Flinching off the pain that ripped through her back, Harper 
finally composed herself and opened the channel. ‘‘Attention 
all personnel. This is Dr. Harper. I want everyone to evacuate 
the facility immediately. Repeat. I want everyone ...’’ 

As she we went on, Ben heard a muffled and remotely fa- 
miliar grinding noise emanating from outside. He jogged down 
the circular hall, then froze before a window. 


18 


They Haven't Come for Lunch 


Fourteen pairs of tread marks split the rolling 
dunes in the distance, and Ben’s gaze followed 
them down to the Automated Minesweepers 
rolling on heavy sand tracks toward Red Acrop- 
olis. The tanklike drones weighed in at over 
thirty metric tons. Each had a dish mounted on its gray, turret- 
top cupola and six wiry feelers stretched out before it, ready 
to scan for the laser, nuclear, and conventional mines buried 
around the facility. In a few moments, the sweepers would fan 
out, penetrate the minefield, and send back detailed informa- 
tion to the infantry commanders who probably sat in their 
bivouacs about a kilometer away. Soon, dropshuttles would 
descend, and troops would spew out of bay doors to advance 
along the safe trenches dug by the sweepers. 

A sudden explosion jolted Ben, and he turned to see one of 
the minesweepers lying on its side beside a dark crater. Three 
of the mech’s feelers had been blown off near their center 
knuckles, and the remaining appendages writhed spasmodi- 
cally and spewed showers of sparks. The sweeper’s treads 
shifted position, digging themselves under the vehicle and 
abruptly pulling it upright. Though damaged, the sweeper 
forged on. 

Ben charged back up the corridor and found Megan and 
Harper still at the vidcom, along with the guide bot, who flew 
in tight loops over them. Harper’s voice boomed throughout 
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the station. ‘“Drop what you’re doing and leave. Do you hear 
me down in twenty-one? Jack Seaway Groves? Get out of 
there! I had better count seventy-three people on our shuttles. 
No one stays behind!’’ 

*“We’re almost done with the backup,’’ a young woman in 
a white lab coat said. Static flickered intermittently through 
the vidcom’s screen. 

*‘Just go!’’ Harper cried, then switched off the terminal. She 
looked at Ben, then suddenly jolted. ‘‘I have to purge my 
personal database. Come on!’’ She dragged herself off with a 
stifled groan, then stopped. ‘‘Wait. Megan? Guide bot? You 
come with me. Ben, get up to the Plasma cannon. There’s an 
access hatch near the lift doors. Code is nine-one-one dash 
nine-one-two. Stall them. I’ll have my security people man the 
loophole laser sites along the stem. When the main shields go, 
get out of there.’’ 

**T won’t argue with that.’’ 

*‘Here ...’’ Harper tossed him her vidphone. ‘‘Dial H.’’ 

He smiled weakly, then sprinted away toward the lift doors. 

- There, he paced like a madman, waiting for the lift to arrive. 

He bolted inside and rode the thing to the top. The doors 
opened, and he searched the corridor for the hatch Harper had 
mentioned and found it, a circular door with thick handle and 
illuminated control panel whose small display read: PLASMA 
CANNON STATION. He tapped in the code. The display flashed 
CODE INVALID. Shit! He typed again. With a hiss, the door 
popped, and he climbed into a narrow tube that, after two 
meters, turned up ninety degrees. He stood and grasped rungs 
mounted to the wall. A Plexi dome hung about twenty meters 
overhead, and he hustled up toward it. Beyond the Plexi, laser 
bolts punched holes in the dusty sky. Ben figured they came 
from CED Starhawk fighters sent along with the minesweepers 
to soften up the facility’s defenses. He guessed that the CED 
wanted to take them alive (which would make for good press 
and further Ben’s argument that the military had gone baby- 
ass soft). The pilots would rely on low-level laser fire to wear 
down Red Acropolis’s shields. That would buy him a little 
time. 

Without warning, the tube rocked brutally, and Ben nearly 
lost his grip on a rung as his boots slipped into midair. He 
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pulled himself back up and continued his ascent, finally rising 
into the gunner’s dome. 

Wishing he had more time to familiarize himself with the 
weapon, he dropped into a high-backed chair that automati- 
cally conformed to his body. Virtual goggles lowered into 
place via a swivel arm that abruptly extended from the chair’s 
side. Small, round sensors inside the goggles pressed on his 
temples. The goggles had yet to power up, and he stared 
through clear lenses. A concave targeting monitor rose from 
his hips to about chin height, and a dual-trigger mechanism 
affixed to a thick, multi-jointed arm descended over the mon- 
itor, flexed at several joints, then slid dual handles toward him. 
He gripped the handles and found primary triggers at both 
index fingers and thumbs. He felt something thud against his 
right boot, then felt the same to his left. He tapped his right 
- foot, and the station swiveled immediately to the east and — 
would continue so long as he held down his foot. He tested 
his swivel to west and marveled at the seat’s sensitivity. The 
Plasma cannon itself jutted about three meters from the dome 
and was a double-barreled affair with a meter-long inner 
sleeve that Ben guessed would extend and recoil as he fired. 
Without aiming, he squeezed the triggers to launch a few test 
shots. 

Click. Click. Click. 

*‘System still powering up,’’ came the computer’s calm, 
masculine voice. ‘“Operator identified. Life sign signals linked 
to targeting computer. You seem slightly agitated today, Mr. 
St. John. That will, of course, affect the way I deliver combat 
information to you.”’ 

‘Just get this piece of crap on-line. I got fourteen sweepers 
moving in, and God knows how many fighters.”’ 

‘‘God may know, but we should, too,’’ the computer said. 

Leave it to Harper’s people to mess with every artificial 
intelligence around. The virtual view suddenly glowed, outlin- 
ing the landscape in green. The image pivoted to show all 
fourteen sweepers closing in on the facility. Data bars dis- 
played next to each sweeper showed their velocities and elec- 
tronic emissions. Ben tapped his foot, pivoted to the east, and 
scanned the sky for contacts. Bingo. Starhawk at his three 
o’clock and zeroing in on the station, its cannons breathing a 
steady stream of low-level laser fire, as predicted. 
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‘‘Target locked,’’ the computer said. ‘‘Cannon on-line. 
Would you like to engage automatic operator?’’ 

‘“Negative.’’ Ben gritted his teeth, lined up the crosshairs 
over the fighter, then jerked back the dual triggers. Pairs of 
glistening globules streaked away from the cannon, marking 
an emerald path across the dim virtual landscape. 

‘Direct hit to enemy fighter’s forward shield,’’ the com- 
puter announced. ‘‘Unable to read contact’s shield strength. 
Scans being jammed.”’ 

Ben’s wave of fire struck continuous blows to the Starhawk, 
even as the pilot turned on a wing to evade. Ben held his line, 
and the Plasma worked its way over the jet’s starboard quarter. 
He knew it would take about eleven or twelve seconds of 
uninterrupted fire for his globules to penetrate the fighter’s 
shields and begin to do serious damage. Gripping the handles 
even tighter now, he tracked the jet as it suddenly went bal- 
listic, rolled onto its back, then descended in a controlled flat 
spin or ‘‘helicopter’’ maneuver. Ben’s Plasma rounds fell wide 

for a moment before he regained target lock. 
But with the jet now spinning, he could not concentrate fire 
on any one section. It would take three or four times as long 
to chip away at the jet’s shields. He abandoned the target. Just 
as well. Another Starhawk plunged from the sky at his ten 
o’clock to strafe the facility. 

Bolts fell from the heavens like bloody rain and pinged 
against the invisible energy shield that hung just a meter above 
the gunner’s dome. Rings of dissipating energy collided with 
each other, and were it not for the virtual goggles, Ben would 
see only the flashing light show. The goggles converted the 
incoming bolts to translucent representations that allowed him 
to sight his target through them. With crosshairs superimposed 
over the fighter’s nose, Ben answered the CED pilot with a 
squall of his own. 

Amazingly, the pilot continued to dive, and Ben’s fiery orbs 
tore into the Starhawk’s forward shield for seven, eight, nine, 
ten seconds as the jet came within forty meters. Ben jerked 
the cannon up as the jet finally roared overhead with smoke 
trailing from its nose. 

‘‘Damage to enemy fighter’s forward sensor package,”’ the 
computer reported. ‘‘Contact is breaking off from attack.”’ 

*‘Computer. Report on station shields.”’ 
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**Shields down to forty-one percent and falling.”’ 

*‘Count airborne contacts.”’ 

**Nine CED Starhawks in operational perimeter.”’ 

Stall them, she says. Yeah, right. 

Ben did not mind fighting with the odds stacked against 
him; that had become a habit. But with only Plasma rounds 
at his disposal, he would be lucky to bring down one or two 
more fighters before Acropolis’s shields fell. And the security 
people manning the laser loopholes weren’t faring much bet- 
ter. 

Designed like the firing positions of ancient European cas- 
tles, the loopholes resembled T-shaped slots in the stem of the 
mushroom-shaped station. A low-level laser cannon hung in 
an antigrav bubble that allowed the standing operator to 
swiftly adjust fire. While the slot provided extra protection, it 
also severely limited the gun’s field of fire—and the Starhawk 
pilots exploited that weakness. They directed their bolts be- 
tween loopholes, forcing the security people to fire at them 
from extreme angles, which made locking targets all the more 
difficult. 

Ben shifted his gaze from the external camera images dis- 
played in one corner of his view to another jet that suddenly 
rolled onto its side and dropped from the northern sky like a 
poached eagle. Ben had witnessed the old trick before: Instead 
of making a direct strafe at your target, pretend that you’ve 
been disabled while approaching. Automated weapons systems 
would dismiss the disabled ship as a nonvalid target and not 
waste firepower on it. 

But the CED pilot had made the fatal mistake of assuming 
that a silicon brain made the decisions. Ben delivered an un- 
relenting reminder that you should scan your target before as- 
suming anything. By the time the Starhawk rolled upright, Ben — 
had already hammered its port shields to nothing. Superheated 
Plasma melted through the jet’s canopy and incinerated the 
hapless jock. Expecting the plane to suddenly nose-dive, Ben 
swung away in search of another target. 

A chill seized the nape of his neck, and something told him 
to spin back. 

The Starhawk held a collision course with Red Acropolis, . 
descending toward the facility’s stem. 
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‘Contact will strike the station in five, four, three, two—’’ 
Ben winced. 
**__one.’ 

Shock waves —e up Red Acropolis’ s stem, and Ben 
could hear them spreading through her main hemisphere. The 
external camera image showed the jet’s nose cave in for a 
moment before a curtain of fire consumed it. Computer- 
enhanced outlines of the station reflected a shield breach at 
the point of impact, with multicolored concentric circles in- 
dicating levels of remaining power. Too many of the circles 
glowed red, meaning that those areas around the impact zone 
would remain unshielded until the main fuel cells could regain 
full charge in a day or two. By then, CED troops would have 
moved in, hung up photos of their sweethearts, and littered 
the place with beer bottles and sodo gas cylinders. 

‘*Report shield status and enemy advancement,’’ Ben or- 
dered the computer. 

**Shields at twenty-one percent. Breach on north side. ETA 
of nearest sweeper: three minutes.”’ 

Scanning the horizon, Ben spotted a pair of bulky, rectan- 
gular CED dropshuttles flying abreast and skimming over the 
dunes, leaving dust devils to wander their wakes. Each shuttle 
carried a minimum of twenty assault troops. Any researcher 
caught inside the station when the infantry arrived would have 
little chance of escape. You did not take on well-trained CED 
troopers—unless you wanted to experience their famous 
“‘hundred points of pain.’’ Ben had become intimate with 
forty-one of those during a drunken brawl with a CED trooper. 
The first fifteen had made him weep like a toyless toddler. 
Sixteen through forty had brought him to the brink of uncon- 
sciousness. He had managed to remain cognizant until forty- 
one and had received congratulations from a few of his peers 
while lying in the infirmary. Only one other pilot assigned to 
Olympus Mons Strike Base had experienced more points of 
pain. That man’s name was, of course, Sierra Taurus. Eighty- 
seven points, and he had lived to tell about it. 

Despite a feeling of dread that repeatedly crawled up his 
legs and wormed into his throat, Ben targeted the left drop- 
shuttle and drew a phosphorescent line between his gun’s muz- 
zle and the ship. He smiled tightly as the pilot rolled to evade 
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and missed the other shuttle by a mere meter. He imagined 
the screaming skipchatter between the pilots as they paled and 
pulled away. 

_‘*Warning. Enemy pilot has locked target on this position. 
Guided missile inbound ...’’ 

‘‘Missile?’’ Ben muttered. ‘“You’re not supposed to fire 
missiles.’’ He focused on the virtual view while keeping his 
triggers locked down. The missile zeroed in from nine o’clock, 
and he pivoted to bring it head-on into his Plasma stream. 

But the damned projectile dipped and found open air. Ben 
adjusted his fire once more. Again, the missile evaded by soar- 
ing up between his globules and leveling off. 

‘‘Jam its guidance system,’’ he ordered the computer. 

‘‘Jamming already in progress. No effect. Missile equipped 
with counter-countermeasure system.”’ 

“*Don’t those techs got anything better to do?’’ 

Every week, a new breed of weapons system was intro- 
duced, only to be outmoded by next week’s version. Ben’s 
jamming system had to be several months old. He raised the 
cannon toward the missile, and it skipped away again. Cursing 
did not make him feel better, let alone stop the rocket, but a 
string of epithets poured from his mouth. He jerked the cannon 
right, kept firing, jerked it left, and fired some more. The glob- 
ules arced over the dunes and fell, digging distant foxholes 
and raising colonnades of dust. 

‘‘Missile has positive lock. Warhead armed. Impact in 
twenty-four seconds . . . twenty . . . fifteen—’’ 

**Shuddup!”’ 

Ben could not get a bead on the missile. No question. It 
would hit. He considered asking the computer for an estimated 
damage report, but he assumed that it would include his swift 
and untimely demise. 

**Mr. St. John. I suggest you abandon this position,’’ the 
computer said, overriding Ben’s order of silence. 

He shoved the cannon’s handles forward, tore off the virtual 
goggles, and sprang from the seat. Repressing a perverse urge 
to glance one last time at the missile, Ben mounted the tube’s 
rungs and began a frantic descent— 

Twenty meters to the bottom. 

Fifteen. 

A harrowing thunderclap resounded from above, followed 
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by an explosive quake that threw him away from the rungs. 

He plummeted several meters, one hand slapping on rung 
after rung until he finally caught a bar with a merciless jerk 
that made his shoulder crack and might have torn muscles; he 
couldn’t tell. 

The wind howled, and jagged pieces of Plexi and shattered 
cannon tumbled into the tube, pursued by a black cloud of 
pungent smoke that enveloped him as he struggled to get a 
boot on a rung. More rubble rained down and smashed his 
arms and shoulders. He ducked, flinched, and finally discov- 
ered a foothold. 

He looked to the floor. Smoke burned his eyes. It couldn’t 
be that far down. He lowered himself to the next rung— 

- But something huge dropped onto his head, tore him from 
the rungs, and sent him plunging under its weight. 
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Going Down 


Ben crashed feet-first onto the tube’s floor. The 
impact ripped through his knees, and they 
buckled a moment before surrendering to the 
object that had struck him. He fell forward, 
belly-flopping, and the bulky thing on his back 
pinned him to the deck. He cocked his head and saw the ser- 
rated and smoking portion of the cannon’s chassis that had 
brought him down. Made of inch-thick alloy, the plate had to 
weigh at least sixty kilos. Smaller fragments fell in a spate 
from the shattered gunner’s nest, some rebounding with hol- 
low clangs off the chassis. Ben grimaced, forced the piece 
aside, then crawled into the horizontal tube leading to the cor- 
ridor. He threw open the hatch, then gasped for air as he low- 
ered himself. 

Pain came in hot pokers that jabbed the still-healing laser 
wound on his back. He realized he had probably torn open the | 
doctor’s seal and spent his only spare second worrying about 
that before coughing hard, staggering away from the hatch, 
and withdrawing Harper’s vidphone from his breast pocket. 
He dialed H and stared at the tiny screen: UNABLE TO ESTAB- 
LISH LINK. He reached the lift doors, tapped the lift’s control 
pad, and tried calling again. Same message. CED troops had 
probably entered the facility and were jamming localized 
transmissions. Ben shadow-hugged the wall as the lift doors 
parted. 
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And speculation became fact. 

Two CED troopers in brown-and-orange camouflage armor 
and ribbed combat helmets stepped out of the lift. One swung 
his rifle to the right, the other to the left, and that solider, as 
green as he was skinny, should have kept a better grip on his 
weapon. Ben ripped the rifle from the boy’s gloved hands, 
then jammed the narrow, retractable stock into the trooper’s 
upper lip: point of pain number nine. The boy fell to his back, 
one hand reaching for the sidearm holstered at his waist. 

In that instant, Ben flipped the rifle around, aimed for the 
for the silver virtual goggles on the trooper’s face, and fired. 
Nothing. The weapon had locked down since it did not rec- 
ognize Ben as an authorized user. 

Meanwhile, the other trooper had whirled and trained his 
rifle on Ben. ‘‘Halt!’’ 

Ben dove for the lift. 

The trooper fired, and the round struck Ben’s rifle and 
blasted it out of his hands. 

Rolling to his feet, Ben pounded his fist on the emergency 
close button for the lift doors— 

But the trooper he had knocked down crawled toward the 
lift with his pistol in hand. Ben jerked toward the solider and 
kicked the pistol as it went off. The bolt shattered an overhead 
light. As pieces of glare shield rained down, the other trooper 
closed in, firing three bolts that were absorbed by the lift’s 
walls before the doors finally closed. 

No. doubt the two troopers would call for help, and more 
soldiers would be waiting for Ben at the subway level. The 
doors would open, and he might as well raise his hands in 
surrender. Had to be another way out. He looked up. No emer- 
gency escape hatch. He did find a wall-mounted vidphone and 
tried Harper’s line once more. He frowned as the link was 
established, then tossed away Harper’s vidphone. Hardwired 
links were the only ones still working. The CED had obviously 
found a way around the facility’s anti-EMP system. 

**Ben?’’ Megan asked, looking frazzled. ‘‘Where are you?’’ 

“‘’m in a lift. Troops are inside the facility. Get to the 
subway.”’ 

*“*We’re almost finished here.”’ 

““Where are you?’’ 

“*Sublevel Two, just above the subway.”’ 
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**Forget what you’re doing. Get out.”’ 

‘‘We can’t leave without erasing my data,’’ Harper said, 
nudging into camera view beside Megan. ‘‘One minute.”’ 

“*Make it a fast one.’’ Ben raised his brow. ‘‘And, hey, you 
don’t know where I can get a weapon, do you? Kinda need 
one right now.’’ 

‘*Armory’s down here on Two. But there’s no time for that. 
Christiani likes to keep a pistol stowed in every lift behind the 
panel. Use code three triple T.”’ 

Ben crossed to the lift’s panel and plugged in the code; the 
control face popped open and swung back on hinges. He found 
nothing more than a shoebox-sized port spanned by wires and 
walled in by circuit boards. ‘‘It’s empty.”’ 

‘‘Damn you, Christiani,’’ Harper said. ‘‘All right. Get off 
on any level and try another lift.’’ 

‘‘Forget it. You know, if you hadn’t confiscated my weap- 
ons, I’d have a chance. Your lack of trust will probably get 
me killed.”’ 

“Probably, ’” Harper spat. “‘Just get down here. If you can. 
Harper out.’ 

Ben smacked the panel and stared at a small monitor that 
showed the lift moving past level four. As it reached Level 3, 
his stomach dipped. The lift came to a sudden halt. He dove 
to the wall beside the doors as they opened, his hands balled 
into fists. 

Christiani and Manman backed into the lift, both men raging 
aloud as they exchanged thundering bolts with CED troops 
somewhere in the corridor. Their rifle muzzles smoked and 
superheated, adding a second stench to the already-acrid odor 
of shattered electronics wafting in from outside. 

The doors began to close, but a CED trooper charged for- 
ward. Manman dropped to his knees and fired into the soldier’s 
head. The golden round dissolved the guy’s face as he fell 
partly into the lift. The doors slammed into his torso, then 
rebounded to fully open. 

‘“‘Get him out!’’ Christiani shouted, then released a salvo 
whose heat washed across Ben’s face. 

Joining Manman, Ben crouched down and helped to shove 
the soldier into the corridor as Christiani gave a lunatic’s 
cackle and cut loose a terrific spray to cover them. Ben 
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_ snatched the trooper’s rifle and fell back into the lift. The 
doors shut. He breathed a long sigh. 

*‘Brother? Ain’t you heard the order?’’ Manman asked. 

**Yeah. But I kinda like this place,’’ Ben answered bitterly. 
“*T wanna stay and play war with my friends.”’ 

‘*You a strange man,’’ Christiani said. ““I don’t know about 
you. Don’t know about you at all.”’ 

Ben lifted his rifle. 

Christiani flinched and raised his own weapon. 

*“‘Can you override the ID?’’ Ben asked. 

The big Haitian suddenly relaxed. He took Ben’s rifle, and 
his index finger tapped out a little rhythm on the gun’s prim- 
itive but functional access pad. A row of tiny lights on the 
barrel’s top switched from red to green. ‘‘Fools,’’ Christiani 
said, scowling at the weapon. ‘“They call this security?’’ He 
tossed the rifle to Ben, who caught it and double-checked the 
charge: clip at 80 percent. 

*“You think they got away from the loopholes?’’ Manman 
asked Christiani. 

‘Don’t know, man. Maybe some. Can’t tell. Only the good 
Lord knows. Only the good Lord decides.”’ 

‘‘Question. This lift doesn’t have an escape hatch,’’ Ben 
said. ‘“They know we’re in here. They’Il lock it down. How 
do we get out?’’ 

**Hang on to your rifle, Mr. St. John,’’ Christiani said, mov- 
ing to the control panel. 

Manman flashed a gold-and-silver-toothed smile. 

A dark seam materialized in the floor and encircled Ben. 
Even as he watched, fascinated, the lift jolted when it reached 
Level 2. 

**Go, brother! Go!’’ Manman cried. 

The floor vanished beneath Ben’s boots. He whooped and 
dropped into the dark shaft. He felt the rush of wind and heard 
the Haitians shouting over the drumming of his heart. Two 
rows of dim red lights clicked on, and he watched the shaft’s 
bottom hurtle toward him. The wide, gray disc of an antigrav 
unit designed to catch a runaway lift rose about a meter from 
the floor, and status lights on a wall panel opposite the disc 
suddenly flashed. Ben started tipping forward, moving within 
a dozen meters of splattering face-first. 
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Then he passed into the antigrav field, feeling a blunt force 
sweep over his body, slow his fall— 

But the disc kept coming, two meters away. 

One meter. 

He reached out to block it, but the antigrav field drove his 
hand back. 

Ben’s breath condensed on the disc’s scratched surface. His 
forehead gently brushed the metal, and he finally came to a 
bobbing halt. 

A pair of cries echoed from above, and Ben wriggled to 
spot Christiani and Manman plunging toward him. He 
squirmed some more, able to move slowly through the anti- 
grav field and reach the edge of the disc, even as the two 
Haitians struck the field. Both men had managed to remain 
upright, and Ben swore over how easy they made it look. 

*‘Computer. Shut down the AU,’’ Christiani said, floating 
a quarter meter above the disc. 

‘‘Identity confirmed,’’ came a tinny voice from a wall 
speaker. ‘‘AU shutting down.”’ 

Ben rolled, but the field snapped off, and he dropped hard 
onto his rump. 

Manman crossed to him and proffered a hand. “‘Okay, 
man?’’ 

He nodded. ‘‘Nice trick up there.’’ 

‘*I_ modified every inch of this station,’’ Christiani ex- 
plained. “‘I knew this day would come.’’ He hopped down 
from the disc and moved to a pair of doors whose bottom 
stood at chest height. He fished out a remote from a hip pocket 
and aimed it at the panel a few meters above him. The doors 
slid open. As he pulled himself up, Ben and Manman tossed 
up their rifles and followed. 

They entered a wide corridor leading to a row of black, 
blunt-nosed subway cars that each accommodated a dozen pas- 
sengers. A placard ahead read SUBLEVEL 1. Christiani and 
Manman broke into a jog, headed for one of the cars, but Ben 
lingered behind, his gaze sweeping the corridor for a vidphone 
terminal. 

‘“What’s wrong, man?’’ Christiani asked. - 

‘‘Harper and Megan were above us on Sublevel Two. I 
don’t know if they made it out.’’ 

**T have a phone,’ Manman said. 
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**Won’t work. Troops have bypassed some anti-EMP sys- 
tems. We need a hard connection.”’ 

**No, we need to leave now,’’ Christiani corrected. 

*‘Harper’s your boss. Can you leave her behind?’’ Ben 
asked. 

*“We don’t know she’s up there.”’ 

Ben shook his head. ‘‘We have to go back.’’ 

**You crazy, man,’’ Manman cried. 

**There’s another phone in the car,’’ Christiani said. ‘‘Let’s 
try it.’’ He raced off. 

Manman stared incredulously at Ben for a second, then 
joined his friend. 

Figuring the Haitians would just waste his time, Ben hustled 
back to the lift doors, passed them, then followed the corridor 
as it curved to his right. He finally reached a second lift and 
thumbed the control pad. Presently on Level 2, the lift took a 
few seconds before reaching Sublevel 1. Ben shuffled back 
and pointed his rifle at the doors as they opened. 

A bright flash blinded him while a loud hissing filled the 
corridor. As he blinked away the stars, he saw thick, blue 
smoke unfurling from the lift, and a figure shifted sharply 
through it. Ben squeezed off a pair of bolts, then dove across 
the corridor. He crawled on his elbows and spotted another 
figure growing out of the smoke. He tried to lift the rifle, but 
he suddenly felt doughy and languid, and his arms spilled 
across the pitching and yawing floor. 

Ben suddenly wanted to tell Harper that she ought to do 
something about the damned floor. He wondered why the CED 
trooper approaching him wore a gas mask; then, for some 
reason, his thoughts focused on something trivial. He remem- 
bered that he had left his coffee cup in Megan’s bathroom. He 
liked to drink coffee while shaving, but leaving the mug be- 
hind always pissed her off. He had to get back up to her small 
quarters and get that damned mug back to the kitchen sink 
where it belonged. Or maybe he hadn’t left it behind. Maybe 
he had done that when they had both been living aboard Shiva 
Station. Maybe that mug still sat in her bathroom back there. 
_ Should he return to Shiva? Yes! Yes! He had to get back there. 
He couldn’t piss her off anymore. He thought that one day he 
might marry her. Little things continually got him into trouble. 
Then again, wanting to control every aspect of a woman’s life 
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was a big thing. So the little things and the big things got him 
into trouble. Pretty much everything worked against him. 

Hey, that’s mine, he thought as the CED trooper pulled the 
rifle away. All right, so I stole it. Lock me away. Just get me 
back to Shiva first. 

He stared at the coffee mug’s darkly stained rim. Chipped 
handle. CED Marine Corps emblem emblazoned on its side. 
Then, in a finger’s snap, came a swirling darkness. 
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Even Space Has Bumpy Roads 


K “He looks terrible.” 

y< —**You ask me, that’s his normal look.”’ 
**Shut up.”’ 

‘“The man is sick. The man needs help.’’ 
‘*‘Manman, get up to the turret. Shuttle three 
reports that a squadron is waiting to ambush us. They got out 
with the help of our mercenary friends, but now it’s our turn— 
and those mercs are still out of range.”’ 

‘*T should be flying.”’ 

**You heard the woman! Get up there!’’ 

Ben opened his eyes and stared at the gray leather back of 
a seat. His cheeks sank, and his chin felt damp. Someone 
thrust a plastic barf bag in his face. He coughed, emptied his 
stomach. 

*‘Oh, that’s disgusting,’’ he heard Christiani say. 

‘“Ben? It’s Megan. You’re all right. We’re on the Beagle. 
We lifted off. We’re headed to the mobile research platform. 
But we have to lose our company first.”’ 

As he turned to glance into her concerned face, his memory 
returned in a jumbled onslaught of sights and sounds. Troopers 
in the lift. Gas! Fire at them. Have to get to Megan and Har- 
per. And something about coffee bothered him. A mug. The 
Beagle? Wasn’t that Harper’s main transport, a converted mil- 
itary dropshuttle she had purchased at an auction? Yes. But 
that trooper had taken his rifle. How had he escaped? 
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““We need something to wipe his face,’’ Megan told Harper, 
who stood in the passenger compartment’s main aisle. 

Harper fetched some tissues from a seat pocket and handed 
them to Megan, who wiped Ben’s mouth and chin. He sud- 
denly felt embarrassed and pushed her hand away. ‘‘I’m all 
ri ght.”’ 

Megan nodded, then moved off toward the aft compartment. 
““Be right back.”’ 

Ben watched her go, then stared at the worried researchers 
who filled the other twenty or thirty seats behind him in an 
airborne convention for the socially challenged. Some talked 
to themselves and double-checked their restraints; others 
tugged anxiously on their overgrown beards or buried their 
faces in the screens of palmtop computers. 

*‘Want to know what happened?’’ Christiani asked, climb- 
ing into the seat in front of Ben. 

‘Does it matter?’’ 

The tall man tossed his head back, brushing his beaded hair 
off his chest, then faced Ben with self-satisfaction all but drip- 
ping from his grin. ‘‘Manman and I went back for you, but 
the gas was everywhere. I shut down every lift. Then I blew 
the airlocks and flushed out the level. With the good Lord’s 
help, we put down the three troops and carried you out.”’ 

*“You shouldn’t have come back.”’ 

“*T know. But we wanted to tell you that we got through to 
Dr. Harper and Megan. They were already on board the Bea- 
gle. Besides, Marines never leave their people behind.”’ 

Ben frowned. ‘‘You guys are Marines?’’ 

*‘Manman. Manman flew an AA6 chopper for four years, 
not that he learned anything. He was stationed on Earth: Pen- 
sacola, Florida. I spent eight long years with the Corps’s in- 
telligence division. We knew about BPCs long before Zim 
made her big confession. Woman ruined a lot of careers. 
Thank the good Lord I got my discharge before that hap- 
pened.”’ 

‘*Tell you what,’’ Ben began, mustering a weak smile. “‘No 
offense, but you guys sure as hell don’t look like Marines.’’ 

‘*That’s why we so deadly,’’ Christiani countered, flashing 
his golden eyes. “‘After Manman and I got discharged, the 
company scooped us right up. But after a couple of years of 
working for people like Dravis, we felt as burned as beached 
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whales. Thank God for Radhika—God rest the poor woman’s 
soul. She wanted to get the old devil out of the company. And 
I think one day we will. Just for her.’’ He pursed his lips, then 
abruptly turned away. 

‘*Hey, what about—’’ Ben stopped himself. The shuttle 
listed suddenly to port, righted itself, then shook under twin 
impacts to the aft shields. Even as that vibration cleared, a 
new one coursed through the overhead as Manman, who 
manned the gunner’s nest, opened up with the shuttle’s 
Spreadfire cannon. 

Marine or not, Ben hardly trusted the little guy the way 
Harper did. He threw off his buckles and stood, swallowing 
remnants of bile. With a gasp, he shifted back to a square 
column in the middle of the compartment. 

**St. John?’’ Christiani called. 

Ben threw open a hatch built into the column and inside 
found a wall-mounted ladder leading up to the nest. What are 
the chances of getting blown out of two turrets on the same 
day? he thought, then gripped a rung and hauled himself up. 
The damned wound on his back wreaked renewed havoc, and 
the burn on his neck felt sore. Never mind the stiffness in his 
bones, his still-burning throat, or the occasional waves of diz- 
ziness that forced him to pause—all residual effects of the gas. 
Would Harper reimburse him for the physical toll? ae nearly 
laughed aloud. 

Though the Spreadfire cannon made no sound in the vac- 
uum, its Plasma feeder, located at the rear of the weapon and 
inside the Plexi dome, gave off a severe rat-tat-tat, indicating 
that the weapon desperately needed repair. 

Ben reached the ladder’s top but remained inside the col- 
umn. A square hatch hung down beside him, and he gingerly 
raised his head above it. Manman sat in the rotating chair, his 
back to Ben. He suddenly whirled, and Ben ducked as the 
short man’s boots missed him by centimeters. 

**God will punish your dark heart!’’ Manman hollered over 
the booming, then squeezed off another volley. ‘‘God’s work- 
ing through me, brothers. I’m His vessel! Feel His wrath!’’ 

**You’ll overload it!’’ Ben screamed. 

Manman pivoted, then glanced quickly at Ben through vir- 
tual goggles that made him look like a silver-eyed spider. ‘‘Get 
below.’’ He bared his teeth and turned back to the incoming 
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Starhawks, his Plasma fire trailing a fighter that swept over 
the dome. 

Ben glanced at the cannon’s navigation and radar scopes. 
On one scope, Mars lay in the distance, outlined in glowing 
detail. According to a vertical data bar, the Beagle had just 
cleared the planet’s atmosphere and had broken out of orbit. 
The radar scope showed over a dozen red blips in pursuit and 
three blue blips, [Ded as Pyro-GX attack planes, chasing the 
red ones. At least Harper had had time to call in a favor from 
the mercenaries she frequently employed, though Ben would 
no longer trust any of them. He watched as the Beagle’s inept 
pilot barely evaded the incoming laser fire. The Starhawk pi- 
lots obviously wanted them alive, which should make evasion 
much easier, but not with the Beagle’s lame jock behind the 
wheel. Bad piloting combined with Manman’s reckless over- 
firing equaled capture. Ben double-timed down the ladder, 
exited the column, and jogged through the passenger com- 
partment. 

‘‘What’s going on?’’ someone shouted behind him. 

‘‘Duh! We’re under attack!’’ someone else answered. 

Clever geeks, Ben thought, then tugged open the cockpit 
hatch. He hustled down a narrow passage that fed into the 
wide pit and recognized the Beagle’s pilot as the short, portly 
Asian man who had taken him to deliver Judy Tolmar’s body 
to Olympus Mons. Harper had strapped herself into the co- 
pilot’s seat, and Bonnie Warren and Harold Ames manned the 
navigator’s and ordnance officer’s stations, respectively. 
Everyone looked positively annoyed to see him. 

Harper wore the deepest frown. “‘Ben, what’re you doing 
here?”’ 

‘Oh, no,’’ Bonnie Warren groaned. ‘‘Here we go.”’ 

‘*C’mon, St. John,’ Harold said. ‘‘Don’t interfere.”’ 

Ben returned a wry smile. ‘‘Good to see you all, too. Harry? 
Manman’s going to burn out that cannon. Set our flank guns 
for chaff and prepare to fire on my mark.”’ 

‘*You’re not in charge,’’ Harper said. 

‘**You wanna live? Or you wanna talk chain of command?’ 
Ben faced the pilot. ‘Sorry, bro. You’re relieved. Hell of a 
nice ride to Mons, but this ain’t no cargo run.”’ | 

The pilot looked to Harper, who bit her lip, swore quietly, 
then gave a quick nod. Though clearly pissed, the little man 
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threw off his harness, stood, and narrowed his gaze on Ben. 
*‘In about two minutes, we’ll have jump coordinates. Don’t 
engage the core if they’re firing on us. It just takes one bolt 
ip’ > 

Ben’s exaggerated nod silenced the man, who quickly spun 
and marched off. Ben dropped into the pilot’s seat, leaned 
back, and felt the sting of his wound. Strapping in only sharp- 
ened the knives of pain. ‘‘Harry? Ready on that chaff?’’ 

*“Ready.”’ 

**Bonnie? Nav clock?’’ 

*‘One minute, twenty-two seconds until jump. Warpcore on- 
line and awaiting coordinates for mobile research platform.”’ 
She offered him a modest smile. ‘‘Just like old times, eh?’’ 

‘‘But now you have a real navigator’s station.”’ 

‘‘Ben? What’re you doing?’’ Megan asked, standing some- 
where behind him. 

He rolled his eyes. ‘‘Saving our asses. You mind?’’ 

A half dozen bolts rapped on the aft shields, driving the 
ship’s stern up. Megan released a short cry and fell, even as 
Ben turned and shouted her name. He switched on the auto- 
pilot, then unbuckled and raced to her side. As he rolled her 
over, he spotted a welt forming on her left brow. Her eyes 
lacked focus, and she had trouble holding up her head. 

*“Let me,’’ Bonnie said, shoving him out of the way. ‘‘Tll 
get her strapped in. You fly this goddamned ship.”’ 

He nodded emphatically. ‘“Thank you.’’ 

Back in the pilot’s chair, Ben resumed command and 
switched the combat computer to voice mode. ‘‘Well, Mr. St. 
John. According to my database, you have quite a flight rec- 
ord,’’ the computer said. 

**You still have access to CED databases?’’ 

**Affirmative. Most recent update at thirteen-twenty hours 
Sol Standard.’’ - 

‘‘Beautiful. Scan enemy contacts and identify.” 

**Scanning. Count fourteen CED A-three Starhawks. All en- 
emy contacts have selected level-one lasers.’’ 

**Ah, shit. That won’t work.’’ Ben had been hoping that at 
least one or two jets were the older, A2-90 model. He could 
remote-activate the A2’s ejection system, as he had during the 
battle over Shiva Station. The A3 had to have a vulnerability, 
but Ben doubted he had time to discover it. Maybe the mercs 
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still chasing the Starhawks would intercept and buy him that 
time. 

‘“Harry? Reading on Bonnie’s clock?”’ 

‘‘Thirty-eight seconds.”’ 

**All right. Blow the chaff.”’ 

A dozen muffled thuds shook the shuttle as clouds of glit- 
tering chaff bloomed behind them. Some bolts that penetrated 
the cloud would be driven slightly off course, but some would 
plow through and strike the shuttle. Ben took the ship in a 
sudden dive that had Harper and Bonnie wailing in protest. 
6 ‘H arry?’ > 

**Thirty seconds.’’ 

Ben checked a pair of aft-camera monitors. A trio of Star- 
hawks flew beneath the wall of chaff and held tight on his six 
o’clock, their underwing cannons pumping crimson round af- 
ter crimson round. The lead fighter extended the gap between 
himself and the other two planes, coming within a hundred 
meters of the shuttle. Aft shield power dropped below 30 per- 
cent. 

Knowing he could not outmaneuver the jets, Bei decided 
to use the shuttle’s bulk to his advantage. Her hull had been 
designed to protect troops in transport, and she could take a 
significant collision since nanotech repair crews could do a 
swift job of repairing her hull. Atmospheric venting could be 
stopped within a minute after the average, sublight impact. 

And all I need is an average impact. ‘‘Computer. Brake to 
hov! Brake to hov!”’ 

“Initiating. Warning. Impact with lead Starhawk in three, 
two—’’ 

Ben’s head slammed into the seat as the fighter caromed off 
the portside fuselage. 

‘*‘Brother! What you doing?’? Manman cried over the 
comm. 

The other two Starhawks overshot the shuttle by five or six 
hundred meters and finally peeled back. The Starhawk that had 
struck them tumbled across the forward viewport, its belly 
spanned by ivory-colored bolts emitted from its damaged fuel 
cell. Ben yanked the stick toward his chest and took the shuttle 
into an eighty-degree climb sure to delight the shipload of 
geeks he ferried. ‘‘Harry?’’ 

‘*l’m back,’’ Bonnie said. ‘‘Fifteen seconds.”’ 
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*‘Computer. Are we clear to jump?”’ 

**Fighters closing in on jump perimeter. ETA: twenty sec- 
onds.’’ 

*“Good. We’ll beat ’em.”’ 

**Second wave of contacts entering perimeter from stern.”’ 

‘“Ten seconds,’’ Bonnie shouted. 

‘“‘Give me full thrust,’’ Ben ordered the computer. 

‘Already operating at full thrust. Warning. Aft shields at 
fifteen percent. Suggest diverting cell power to shields.”’ 

‘*Forget it. We’re not decreasing thrust.’’ 

**Five seconds,’’ Bonnie called out. ‘‘Four, three, two, one. 
Jump coordinates calculated. Warpcore on-line. System nom- 
inal.”’ 

‘Engage prejump sequence,’’ Ben told her. 

*“We can’t jump,’’ Harper said. ‘“They’re too close. They 
fire into the energy sphere and—’’ 

**T know all about it.”’ 

“*But you got two coming at us and a squad on our tail? 
Our mercs can’t hold them.”’ 

‘*Warning. Severe mass displacement occurring within stan- 
dard ten-kilometer operational perimeter,’’ the computer said. 
‘‘Displacement spreading at point-one-two-five klicks per sec- 
ond.”’ 

**Source of disturbance?’’ Ben asked. 

**Unidentified craft moving through system. Approximate 
range: twenty-five kilometers. Unable to calculate velocity. 
ETA to spatial anomaly: five seconds.”’ 

*‘Computer. What is this anomaly?’’ Harper demanded. 

**Anomaly unidentified. Characterized by loss of interstellar 
mass.’’ 

*“Jesus, what could—”’’ 

‘It’s a mech ship,’’ Ben said, cutting her off. “‘A mech 
ship with perfect timing.”’ 

The stick jerked in his hand as the weird force fluttered over 
the ship and smeared the stars. It felt as though he were flying 
through buffeting winds that whipped the shuttle’s nose up, 
then suddenly smacked it down in a vicious cycle. He settled 
both hands on the stick, held fast, and watched as the two 
Starhawks at his twelve o’clock low got broomed out of the 
perimeter like pieces of glowing ash. The shuttle suddenly 
rolled to starboard, and Ben felt an uneven force press on his 
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shoulders as the artigrav unit fought to adjust. With biceps 
straining against his flight suit, he wrestled the ship upright, 
bouncing hard against his harness and cringing over the grow- 
ing rumble of bulkheads. ‘‘Computer. Report on aft contacts.”’ 

‘“‘Contacts still in pursuit. Aft shields at seven percent and 
falling. Disturbance will reach contacts in eight secon 

**My lucky number,’’ Ben muttered. ‘“Bonnie? How’s our 
warpcore?’’ 

**Still on-line.’’ 

**You don’t plan on jumping while we’re in this?’’ Harper 
asked. — 

‘*Watch me.’ 

; uk order you to wait until we clear whatever the hell this 

’ she said, her voice cracking. 

as He held course. 

‘You won’t, will you? Ben, listen to me. You don’t know 
what’ ll happen if we jump in this. A loss of interstellar mass 
could have profound effects on the way our warpcore calcu- 
lates—’’ 

‘‘Computer,’’ Ben barked. ‘‘Report on aft contacts.”’ 

‘‘Contacts entering disturbance now. Courses deviating. 
Ships moving out of range.”’ 

‘‘Bonnie? We’re good to go!”’ 

‘“Negative!’’ Harper shouted. 

‘““Bonnie ...’” Ben said in a warning tone. 

‘*You’re the pilot,’’ Bonnie answered. ‘‘But Katelyn’s right. 
You’re not in charge here.’’ 

‘‘If we clear the disturbance, those fighters will regroup and 
be on us before we can jump. It’s now or never.’’ 

**You will wait,’’ Harper said, grinding out her words. 

He snorted. ““We will die. Computer, how long until we 
clear the anomaly?’’ 

‘‘Fourteen seconds at present velocity.”’ 

‘‘And the contacts?”’ 

‘*Three Starhawks have already cleared the disturbance and 
are pursuing on parallel course.”’ 

‘*There it is,’’ Ben said, then gazed menacingly at Harper. 
‘*They’re waiting for us to come out. Computer. Route warp- 
core control to pilot’s station.”’ 

‘‘Computer, ignore that order!’’ Harper shouted. She 
opened her mouth to add something, but a ghostly elbow of 
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force jabbed the ship, throwing her forward and sending Ben 
into a frantic heave on the stick. 

“I already regret this,’ Harper said. ‘“Bonnie? Engage the 
warpcore.”’ 

**Wait!’’ Ben cried. 

Harper swore. ‘“What now?’’ 

The Starhawk that had struck them barrel-rolled about 
twenty or thirty meters off the port bow. The pilot inside was 
either unconscious or unable to get guidance systems back on- 
line. ‘“Computer. Engage tractor. Target Starhawk now at ten 
o’clock.”’ 

‘“*Tractor engaged. Target locked.’’ 

The ship yawed to port, and the polymeric deck ticked like 
an antique clock under the added force. 

**Bring it home,’’ Ben ordered the computer. 

**You collecting souvenirs?’’ Harold asked. 

Ben ignored the remark. ‘‘Computer. Tuck that ship within 
warpcore perimeter.’’ 

‘*Starhawk now within perimeter and holding.’’ 

Ben frowned as the stick suddenly felt loose and comfort- 
_ able in his hand. He glanced at it, then tossed a nervous look 
_ through the viewport. The stars had coalesced. The buffeting 
had ceased. 

**Clearing anomaly,’’ the computer said. 

‘‘Aw, damn. Bonnie, engage warpcore!”’ 

‘“Warning. Fighters moving within firing range.’’ 

‘‘Warpcore engaged,”’ Bonnie hollered. 

A portion of the warpcore’s ivory white sphere washed over 
the viewport. Thousands of scarlet lines as thin as human hair 
mapped out thousands of intersecting and ever-changing 
courses of energy. Like a circulatory system linked to the 
quantum bond between particles, the lines throbbed and shim- 
mered. Ben breathed a heavy sigh— 

Cut off by an alarm that blared through the cockpit. 

**The field’s been breached!’’ Bonnie cried. 

**Affirmative,’’ the combat computer said. ‘“T'wo breaches 
to warpcore field by low-level laser fire. Communicating with 
nav system now. Unable to determine extent of damage. Jump 
still in progress.”’ | 

“*If the breaches have altered the field—’’ Bonnie began. 

‘*Then our coordinates won’t matter,’’ Ben finished. ‘‘We 
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could wind up well past the Rim. Even if the warpcore still 
functions, it won’t have a reference to call on.’’ 

‘““We’ll have to create a reference,’’ Harper said. 

Ben laced his fingers behind his head and threw his boots 
up onto the forward displays. ‘‘No sense worrying about it 
now. All we can do is wait.’’ 

Harper bolted up and eyed him with disgust. ‘‘Glad you’re 
taking this so well.’’ 

He stifled a laugh. ‘‘My bad luck never lets me down.”’ 


21 


A Warning to Caesar 


Dravis did not know what to do with himself. 
* He paced his office for a few minutes, sat, rose, 
paced again, then checked his watch. At any 
moment, PTMC’s board would vote for an in- 
terim president. Though his appointment 
_ seemed certain to Ms. Green, he could not repress his doubt. 
He had made a legion of enemies over the years, and a few 
remained on the board. Even without their votes, he could still 
win by a majority. But he could not ignore the possibility that 
those enemies might sway the others. If that happened, he 
would do everything in his power to eliminate them. They 
knew that, and he could only hope that his reputation for han- 
dling opponents would persuade them to make the correct, 
self-preserving vote. Anything less would prove, well, fatal. 

**Mr. Dravis?’’ 

Ah, yes, Ms. Green, a vision bound in fabric and jewelry 
by society’s preposterous code of ethics. Perhaps he would 
order her to work in the nude. That would raise a few eye- 
brows as well as questions regarding his sanity. He grinned 
over the prospect. If he ordered it, she would do it—no ques- 
tions asked. 

What am I thinking about? Have I already lost my mind? 

**Mr. Dravis?’’ 

“Yes, yes. I’m sorry, Ms. Green. What is it?’’ 

She beamed. ‘“The votes have been tallied, Mr. Interim 
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President. I suggest you go to the press room and rehearse 
your statement.’’ 

‘*Thank you, my dear,’’ he said through a deep sigh. ‘‘I’ll 
attend to that immediately.”’ 

**Sir? I’m sorry to ask this, but it’s been bothering me. Now 
that you’re interim president—and I’m sure they’ll vote you 
in as president—will we still be working together?’’ 

*‘Of course. I said you would ascend to the throne with me. 
For now, you’ll be heading up the search committee to find a 
new director of Crisis Contingency Management and Public 
Relations. I can think of no one more qualified.’’ 

“Oh, thank you, sir. And, I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve 
arranged a little celebration in your honor.”’ 

‘“*Mind? I’m flattered. Just tell me when and where to be.”’ 

*‘T will. But don’t worry about that now. You’ve a speech 
to rehearse. Go!’’ 

- With a nod, he clicked off the vidphone and rose. The black 
marble floor seemed to vanish as he crossed to his door. He 
imagined stepping from star to star, gazing at the cosmos with 
the awe and burgeoning desire of a conqueror. 


In the press room, Dravis stood rigidly on the varnished oak 
podium and glanced across the dozens of empty seats, imag- 
ining the horde of reporters who would soon bustle in and vie 
for his attention. Over the years, he had won a score of com- 
pany service awards and had given as many acceptance 
speeches. The attention had never grown old. He relished be- 
ing a celebrity, and now his fame would grow exponentially. 
The board might as well drop the ‘‘interim’’ qualifier. Ms. 
Green knew the future. They would vote him in with the Su- 
zuki family’s blessing. 

Though three generations of Suzukis had assumed PTMC’s 
top position, Isao would be the last. At the time of his death, 
he had been the only living member of his family to work for 
the company. His brother, Yuki, veteran director of Shipping 
Operations, had died two years earlier in a most unfortunate 
accident after making the most unfortunate mistake of threat- 
ening Dravis. Suzuki’s other living relatives indulged in ca- 
reers as educators or artists. He had tried to persuade his 
daughter to become an executive, but she had formed a suc- 
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cessful music group, the Skoshi Girls, and spent her time par- 
odying corporate life. 

The time had come for a new dynasty, but Dravis had yet 
to create a successor. That hole in his life had never bothered 
him, but as he stood alone in the press room, he realized that 
once he passed on, all he had done might be revised, erased, 
or forgotten—unless someone else carried on his tradition. Al- 
though he had no plans to retire any time soon, that day would 
come. He had think about that now. He considered his past as 
a colony orphan, considered how he had tracked down a few 
living relatives who had turned out to be criminals living as 
Nomads on Mars. None of them would suit his purpose. In 
fact, they rarely entered his thoughts. His special operatives 
had done a fine job of concealing his past from the media’s 
probing. Now that he had become interim president, the media 
would dig even deeper. No matter. He would prepare for that. 

Yes, the time had come to forge a new future. He needed 
a son or a daughter, a child to teach, a child to love. The 
Dravis dynasty would be born. He saw it clearly. He had risen 
from the dust of his meager boyhood to humanity’s throne. 
His offspring would begin at that throne and rise to unimag- 
inable heights. | 

With a shudder, he remembered why he had come to the 
press room. He swore at himself for once again falling prey 
to his reverie, then hemmed, smoothed out his jacket, and 
addressed the awe-struck ghosts in his audience: 

‘“When we lost Isao Suzuki, we suffered the loss of a great 
man.’’ He shook his head. ‘‘That’s redundant. Ladies and gen- 
tlemen, we have suffered the loss of a great man. Mr. Isao 
Suzuki brought PTMC to its prime.’’ He cleared his throat 
again. ‘Mr. Suzuki brought PTMC to its glory. I do not wish 
to replace him. I can only hope to be a worthy successor.”’ 
He paused. 

Those who know me will think I’m being falsely modest. 
Those who don’t know me will think I lack the confidence to 
be president of the most powerful company ever created. The 
balance here is most delicate, most delicate, indeed. 

“‘Ladies and gentlemen. As interim president, I will carry 
on the work begun by my esteemed predecessor. But PTMC 
has now reached a crossroads. We can choose to remain op- 
erational amid a stratified government, or we can unify our 
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efforts with the Collective Earth Defense and the United 
Nations. We can form one entity and bring peace, profits, and 
happiness to the Sol system, to extragalactic settlements, to 
worlds past the Rim. With a unified government, we can 
spread humanity’s blessing farther than ever before. We can 
discover more about our universe and about ourselves than we 
ever thought possible. Share the dream with us.’’ He closed 
his eyes and raised a fist to make the lie seem even more 
impassioned. “‘Share the dream!’’ 

Someone clapped from the opposite end of the room. He 
opened his eyes and spotted Ms. Green with a computer slate 
in the crook of her arm. She came at him like a meteor, flushed 
with excitement and trailing a haze of admiration. “‘I’m sorry, 
Mr. Dravis. I know I should have called you, but the board 
members and reporters are here. We’re ready to let them in, 
and I didn’t want to miss this. I have my slate and can monitor 
everything from down here.”’ 

‘*Excellent. I feel complete now.”’ 

She reached the podium’s edge and gazed salaciously at 
him. ‘‘And you look spectacular up there.”’ 

While he should simply nod, he rubbed the bridge of his 
nose and turned away. ‘‘I’ve turned you into a first-rate liar.”’ 

**What?’’ 

““Never mind.’” 

Her slate beeped, and he glanced back as she studied the 
screen. ‘‘Report in from Dr. Jones. He says drone manufac- 
turing is still on schedule. The first heavy-weapons delivery 
has arrived from the Charon Proving Ground. ETA on the 
second delivery: nine hours. He says that his other project is 
running ahead of schedule. He won’t make an estimate yet, 
but he assures you that all requests will be satisfied before 
zero hour.’’ She furrowed her brow. ‘‘Zero hour?’’ 

‘*Yes, that would be the start of tomorrow’s press confer- 
ence and parade.’’ He checked his watch. ‘‘In about nineteen 
hours, you’re going to see more fireworks—’’ 

‘*Than I do when we make love? Impossible.’’ 

His cheeks warmed. 

“I don’t believe it,’’ she said, wide-eyed. ‘‘I’ve embar- 
rassed you.” 

“It’s just nerves. Send them in. Let’s get this over with.” 

‘‘What’s wrong, sir? I thought you’d be—’’ 
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*‘Just do it,’’ he snapped. 

She recoiled and scampered back to the door. As he looked 
after her, he realized that she would never bear him the suc- 
cessor he desired. That child had to come from a true rela- 
tionship. He would no longer build his future on a foundation 
of lies. 

That’s admirable. But can you really live up to that ideal? 

A striking figure sashayed into the room. Short blond hair 
crowned a narrow face with cheekbones forming exquisite 
slopes. Her gait remained a study in classical prosody. No 
woman moved more rhythmically, more gracefully. ‘‘Hello, 
Samuel.’’ 

‘‘My dear Ms. Teora. A pleasure to finally meet in the 
flesh.’’ His gaze explored her calves, ran up past the short 
skirt, and climbed the peaks of her silk blouse. 

‘‘T don’t want to remain director of security forever, so I 
thought I’d come down here and kiss the new president’ S ass.’ 
She teased him with a smile. 

‘*T admire your honesty, if not your choice of words.’’ 

She glanced over her shoulder at the crowd now filing into 
the room. ‘‘Well, congratulations. I guess Ill see you at the 
party later.”” 

“I suspect it will be a bittersweet celebration. We’ve all 
been devastated by Suzuki’s loss.”’ 

**Yes,’’ she said with a deepening frown. “Right.” 

*‘And we have a few matters to discuss there.’ 

She nodded tentatively, and after a quick turn, she slipped 
into her lovely walk and found a seat in the second row. 

Dravis moved to his right and descended a short staircase. 
He expected that Vice President Palance Tore would make 
introductions. Tore’s lucidity had slowly evaporated over the 
years. The wizened, hunched-over old chap would utter a few 
barely intelligible remarks and be whisked off by Ms. Green. 
Rumors had it that Dravis had a hand in Tore’s rapidly dete- 
riorating condition. 

Dravis had never dignified those accusations with a rebuttal. 


After making an uncharacteristically brief acceptance 
speech, Dravis hustled offstage and refused to entertain ques- 
tions. For the first time in his life, he had become bored by 
the attention. He returned to his office, and a nervous Ms. 
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Green sat in a chair facing his desk and pestered him with her 
spurious concern. Worse, she gave him the disappointing news 
that they had not heard from their operative at Red Acropolis 
and that Katelyn Harper and her rebels had escaped. Dravis 
knew he should have sent his own mercenary pilots to Acrop- 
olis, but the facility had fallen under UN and CED jurisdiction; 
he had thought it politically wise to let the CED bring in the 
traitors. The military’s failure now gave him the perfect excuse 
to dispatch a half dozen Material Defenders with orders to find 
and retain the rebels. No, he didn’t want them killed. He 
wanted to face them—especially Harper and St. John. He had 
already ordered every bit of dirt on the group exposed to the 
Interplanetary Press Corps. Harper’s reputation as a brilliant 
researcher had already been tainted by her past drug use and 
penchant for deviant sex acts. Megan Bartonovich’s sweat- 
soaked fling with St. John, caught on holo by Dravis when 
she had still been under his employ, had also traveled the 
airwaves. Finally, Mr. St. John’s theft of military aircraft at 
Olympus Mons and Getsemonee painted the dark portrait 
Dravis had intended. The rebels’ credibility had dwindled, and 
their evidence would be summarily dismissed. 

Still, that fool Paul Prospector continued to defend the 
group. Most IPC reporters stood behind Dravis and had estab- 
lished an informal communications hub to help capture the 
rebels. All of the tabloid programs ran multiple exposés on 
the group, and Dravis had to laugh as the lies became more 
twisted and reputations grew more sullied. The cliché held: 
The rebels would be tried, convicted, and sentenced by the 
media. Dravis, public relations maestro, would stand at his 
podium and watch it all unfold without lifting his baton. 

After Ms. Green finished her report and left, he sat alone 
for nearly an hour, staring through his viewport at the tremen- 
dous assembly of drones lined up like cadets at a graduation 
ceremony. Row after row stretched away from Shiva to form 
a colossal rectangle superimposed over the moon’s pale face. 
Twenty, perhaps even thirty new models of modified mechs 
hovered in testament to Dravis’s power. He had had a vision 
of what PTMC should be and of his place in it. And he had 
willed that vision into existence. He would attend the eve- 
ning’s party, get a good night’s sleep, and, in the morning, the 
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sun would shine on Shiva Station with awe instead of indif- 
ference. 

*“Ms. Green?’’ 

The intercom’s screen flickered on. ‘‘Yes, sir?’’ 

‘‘T’ll be returning to my suite and taking the rest of the day 
off. Disturb me only if it’s dire.’’ 

““Yes, sir. And if there’s anything—’’ 

**No, there isn’t.”’ 

Her eyes welled up, and she barely held her gaze. ‘‘Mr. 
Dravis, please talk to me. Is it something I did?’’ 

*“No, Ms. Green. It’s something / did.”’ 

**You?’’ 

*“We’ll talk about it later.’’ He switched off the intercom. 


Once in his suite, Dravis told his chef to leave and left his 
plate of pork crown roast with mushroom stuffing untouched. 
He collapsed on the sofa and thumbed through a hardcover 
text, a recently reissued autobiography of software entrepre- 
neur Jill Kayson. She had made billions by forming a company 
called Solcomm. Thanks to her, interstellar communication 
had become possible by using hypersignals that exploited rifts 
in the space-time continuum. Kayson had been a merciless 
businesswoman who had navigated through a series of sex and 
legal scandals to emerge triumphant. The once-poor, greasy- 
haired geek had left an amazing legacy to her five children, 
whose descendants continued to run the company. Solcomm 
supplied virtually all of PTMC’s communications software. 
Dravis wished he could have met Kayson instead of the 
spoiled brats who now ran her operation, but she had died 
nearly one hundred years earlier. 

He felt his eyes grow heavy, and he stretched out, pressing 
the book to his chest. At least Kayson had successors. She had 
known how to forge her empire. Dravis would do the same— 
but on a much grander scale. 

I don’t have a choice anymore. I have to do this. 

Somewhere out there, beyond the speckled darkness, lay his 
future, waiting to be seized. 

If he could only find a path toward it. 


Some time later, the vidphone beeped. He forced his eyes 
open and checked his watch. Startled, he saw that four hours 
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had passed. The phone sounded again. He rolled over and 
faced the unit lying on his coffee table. ‘‘Caller.’’ 

““Ms. Wendy Green. Origination—’’ 

**Call accepted.”’ 

‘“‘Oh. Sorry to wake you, sir,’ Ms. Green said, her spirits 
returned to their usual, interface-inspired height. ‘‘I was just 
heading to my quarters to change. The party will begin in 
thirty minutes.’ 

‘“Go fetch your clothes, then come up here. I'd like your 
company in the shower.’’ 

She lifted a brow. ‘‘Yes, sir.”’ 

One minute you want her; the next, you despise her. What’s 
wrong with you, old man? 

I don’t know. Maybe that’s what scares me most. I’ve never 
been this capricious, and I’ve never had doubts like these. 

But I have never been more ambitious. 


After a particularly memorable shower, Dravis and Ms. 
Green changed, then headed down to the party. As they 
stepped into Shiva Station’s Presidential Ballroom, nearly two 
hundred people erupted in thunderous applause. Dravis felt 
guilty as he nodded, smiled, and bathed in a glory that came 
on the heels of Suzuki’s death. No one else seemed visibly 
bothered by that, though he suspected that their bitterness 
swelled beneath their sharp-toothed grins. 

Ms. Green led him to one of the many round tables covered 
by white tablecloths fringed with ornate lace trim. Fine china 
with the company logo, eighteen-karat gold dinner service, and 
Trillonian crystal manufactured from a rare quartz found only 
in the Baloris Prime system formed the most elegant setting 
he had ever seen. Several directors accosted him on the way 
to his chair, offering firm handshakes and congratulatory re- 
marks meant only for the audience. As Dravis went through 
the motions, he scanned the room for Ms. Teora and found 
her standing near a table beside a long bank of viewports. She 
muttered something to one of her security managers, a tall man 
with shaven head and shabby suit. Dravis caught her gaze, and 
she seemed unnerved a second before smiling and waving 
awkwardly. He gave a slight nod, then brushed off Elias Tate, 
the shipping director, with a quick turn of head. As he took 
his seat, he glanced to Ms. Green. “‘A sit-down dinner? I’m 
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overwhelmed. I thought maybe cocktails and hors d’ oeuvres.’’ 

**Oh, this is the cocktail hour,’’ she said. 

And he suddenly realized that most people had remained 
standing and had slipped back into their cliques. He rose sud- 
denly. ‘“Blasted nerves again.”’ 

Ms. Green grabbed his hand. ‘‘You’ll be just fine.”’ 

Someone tapped his shoulder. He turned to face a lovely 
and familiar woman with closely cropped dark hair and lips 
shining like black cherries. She had shoehorned herself into a 
coal-black dress quite similar to Ms. Green’s, and her once- 
unpolished nails and face that begged for makeup had been 
transformed into sheer glamour. Her stare of infatuation 
chilled him. ‘‘Elizabeth. I’m so glad you could make it.’’ 

‘*‘Thanks for inviting me. I understand they still haven’t 
caught my ex-husband.”’ 

**Mr. St. John is a resourceful, nefarious young man. Let 
me express my deepest sympathy over all the suffering you’ ve 
endured. I’m sure we’ll put an end to this tragedy quite soon.”’ 

**T hope so. But I do enjoy the attention.”’ 

**Yes, I caught a few minutes of the interview you gave to 
the IPC. Thank you.”’ 

‘‘Oh, it’s my pleasure.’’ She widened her eyes, and Dravis 
sensed something absent in them. He wondered if others noted 
the same. 7 

‘*There has even been some talk of a book deal,’’ Ms. Green 
chipped in. “‘I suspect that you’ll receive some negative press, 
but Megan Bartonovich’s ex-boyfriend will present a larger 
target. I hear he’s got a book coming out by the end of the 
week.”’ 

Elizabeth smiled confidently. ‘“There won’t be a book deal. 
Yes, I like the sudden fame, but it’s fame for all the wrong 
reasons. Once this goes away, I’ll move my clinic up here to 
Shiva and live a quiet and happy life helping women to be- 
come pregnant.’’ 

Dravis found the need to address Ms. Green’s surprise. - 
‘“Yes, I’ve offered Elizabeth a position with us. I know she’ ll 
enjoy it here.’’ 

*“Why the sudden change of heart?’’ Ms. Green asked, nar- 
rowing her gaze on Elizabeth. ‘‘For over a month, you’ ve been 
cursing us. You said we kept you in a cage, remember?’’ 
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**T did? That’s odd.’’ Elizabeth tapped her upper lip with a 
pink acrylic nail. ‘“Yes, I remember now.”’ 

6¢é And?’ >] 

Elizabeth giggled. ‘‘Oh, I don’t know what’s happened. I 
just feel terrific, better than I have in years. It’s like a peace 
has come over me. I don’t want to question it.’’ 

‘‘For a long time, you were the only one who really knew 
the darkness in your ex-husband’s heart,’’ Dravis said. ‘“Now 
everyone knows. You’re not alone anymore.’’ 

She nodded. ‘‘Maybe that’s it.’’ 

“‘I’m sure it is.”” He gestured to the chairs. ‘‘Shall we?’’ 

‘*T love champagne,’’ Ms. Green said, sitting quickly beside 
him. ‘“Where’s that damned waiter? This is the guest of 
honor’s table.”’ 

Dravis scanned the room, failing to catch the attention of 
several white-gloved boys pouring at nearby tables. His gaze 
fell once more on Ms. Teora, and, as though sensing him, she 
turned away from her unworthy escort and lifted her chin in 
acknowledgement. ‘‘Later,’’ Dravis mouthed, “‘we’ll talk.”’ 


It had been ten, perhaps twelve years since Dravis had been 
thoroughly inebriated. He drank and ate so much that Ms. 
Green had had to discreetly lead him out of the ballroom and 
toward the lift. Inside, he clutched the railing and felt as 
though he were spinning through himself. 

With a start, he realized he had forgotten to speak with Ms. 
Teora. He damned himself to hell, then looked at Ms. Green, 
whose skimpy dress bore a long stain that ran between her 
breasts and ended at her crotch. ‘“‘Wha happened to... to 
you?’’ He ran his finger along the stain. 

‘*Careful, sir. The lift could stop. Someone might come in.”’ 
She pulled away. ‘‘Don’t you remember? You spilled your 
drink on me.”’ 

He tsked. ‘“We’ll have to get you into the shower.”’ 

“You have a selective memory.”’ 

‘‘Of course.’’ His head jerked from a hiccup. ‘‘Shit!’’ 

**What?’’ 

*‘T’'m drunk.”’ 

6é S 0?’ >| 

**T must’ve made a fool of myself.”’ 

**You didn’t. I protected you. Because I love you.”’ 
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He shook his head, waved his hand. ‘“Don’t. Just don’t.’’ 

The lift doors opened, and she helped him out. They stag- 
gered across the corridor to his door, drawing the attention of 
an orange-suited tech working at an environmental control 
panel. Dravis ignored the tech and slapped a palm on the ID 
pad. The door slid aside. ‘‘Lights.’’ 

No response. 

“Lights, goddamn it!”’ 

A strange force rippled over him, a force similar to wind 
sans the noise or chill. The walls and floor rumbled for an 
instant. The door shut behind them, and the lights clicked on, 
burning dimly at first, then slowly brightening. Dravis 
frowned. He had not activated the dimmer function. The 
damned system probably had a bug. 

Ms. Green gasped and retreated a step. 

**What is it?’’ he asked, turning back to her. 

She pointed. 

The thing moved across the living room in a surreal totter 
that made Dravis dizzy. Long arms swung across equally over- 
sized legs a moment more before the anthropoid collected it- 
self to full height—nearly four meters. Dravis guessed that it 
wore an environment suit, the maroon material like sponge or 
gelatin. Vapor shot in a hiss from exhaust ports behind a small 
helmet that brushed the ceiling. Yellow eyes took him in from 
_ behind a tinted visor. Dravis stared at the monstrosity, then— 

He burst out laughing. ‘‘Oh, dear God. Come out of there 
and have nightcap with us. [ll forgive the intrusion and this 
awfully bad joke if you’ll’’—he belched—‘“‘tell me who put 
you up to this.’’ 

‘*We believe in you,”’ the thing rasped. ‘“Why is it so dif- 
ficult for you to believe in us?’’ 

‘I wish‘we could have more fun, but I need my nightcap. 
It was a good laugh. Please, excuse us.’’ Dravis looked to the 
wet bar in his living room. 

The creature raised its lanky arms. ‘‘I haven’t come to make 
you laugh, Mr. Dravis. I offer a warning.”’ 

*‘What? Don’t drink too much in front of coworkers?’’ Ms. 
Green asked. ‘‘Joke’s over. Get out now.”’ 

*‘Dark matter is sacred. Humans are not worthy to practice 
its use. Borheejan forbids it.’’ 
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‘‘Who are you?’’ Dravis demanded. ‘“Take off that ridicu- 
lous helmet and show your face.”’ 

*‘T’ve vaporized our ship and its dark-matter converter. I 
know you have another converter. Ill find it.’ 

**Son of a bitch, who are you?’’ Dravis shambled toward 
the thing, lifted his palms, and prepared to shove the mas- 
querader onto the floor so that he could rip off the idiot’s 
helmet. , 

But that strange force tore over him, and in a heartbeat he 
found himself on his rump. The thing swayed toward him, and 
he stared up at its towering form. 

**Sir!’’ Ms. Green cried. 

“*T won’t harm you,”’ the creature said. ‘‘Every sacrifice to 
Borheejan must be made in the appropriate fashion. Stop your 
experiments with dark matter—or you’ll pay with your lives.”’ 

**This is insane,’’ Dravis said. ‘“Who are you?’’ 

‘*That doesn’t matter.”’ 

**So you want to find and destroy the other converter. Why 
tell me? Why not just do it?’’ 

““Yes, ve tipped my hand. I guess I need a challenge and 
an excuse to spend more time here. I wanted to meet one of 
you. Others have enjoyed that luxury. But it’s my turn, my 
time. And you know what? The complexity of your brains 
astounds me. But as for your bodies? Dude, I’m unimpressed.”’ 

The thing’s choice of words piqued Dravis’s interest, but 
his stomach suddenly got the best of him. He retched, felt the 
horrible burn, coughed, and, finally, it was over. When he 
looked up, the thing had vanished. ‘‘Did you see him go?’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘I started toward you, and it suddenly 
wasn’t there. Wait. We’re talking about it like—’’ 

**It wasn’t. Just someone who knows far too much, some- 
one trying to frighten us. It could have even been a very so- 
phisticated holo. I’m sure this attempt at blackmail will make 
itself more clear. We should prepare for that.’’ 

**Message,’’ Ms. Green said, looking to the wall-mounted 
vidphone near the kitchen. 

He guessed that the message had come from Dr. Jones, call- 
ing to report that the mech recon ship and damaged converter 
were missing. He took the call and shrank a little as Jones 
began: ‘Sir, I have some good news and some bad news...”’ 
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Another Free Ope 


Ben opened his eyes and realized that he still 
sat in the pilot’s seat. A glance through the 
viewports revealed that the Beagle soared qui- 
etly through space. Nearly two Astronomical 
Units away lay a visual binary star system: a 
massive blue-white star companioned by a white dwarf whose 
classification hardly described its blue glow. Two distinct 
points orbited the larger star, and a data bar on Ben’s nav 
screen [Ded them as a gas giant and another world about the 
size of Venus. Ben had a difficult time finding the system’s 
name through the clutter of data. He abandoned that search 
and immediately decided that no matter where they were, they 
should avoid being spotted. ‘‘Computer. Engage cloak on, say, 
twenty-minute timer.”’ 

-**Cloak engaged. Systems nominal.’’ 

**What the hell happened?’’ Bonnie asked. 

He glanced back at her, rubbing an eye. ‘‘Don’t know. 
Harry? I’m too tired to sift through this data. Where are we?’ 

The wiry man shoved his antique glasses closer to his eyes 
and studied his screens. ‘“Cool. We made it. We’re in the 
Sirius system, eight-point-six light years from Sol and a light 
year away from the nearest CED strike base. The research 
platform is in orbit around Moxy-Helgan, the gas giant. Re- 
questing coordinates now.”’ 

“*I don’t remember coming out of the jump,’’ Bonnie said. 
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‘‘Neither do I,’’ Harper added, throwing off her buckles. 
*‘Computer. Access jump summary.”’ 

‘‘Accessing. Warpcore engaged. Sequence nominal. Core 
breached. Error in coordinates detected at plus one-point-one- 
three minutes into jump. Emergency recalculation engaged. 
Total jump time: seven hours, fifty- “seven minutes.’ . 

Ben jerked forward. *“What? That’s— 

*‘Computer,’’ Harper interrupted. “‘Did emergency stasis 
procedures initiate during the jump?”’ 

‘‘No, they didn’t,’’ Ben said. ‘‘Look around. You see any 
residue?’’ 

Harper glowered at him. ‘‘Shut up. Computer. Respond.”’ 

*“Emergency stasis procedures did not initiate.”” 

**Speculate on crew’s loss of consciousness.”’ 

‘‘T have no data to support or deny that occurrence.’ 

‘This is what happens when you screw around with the 
space-time continuum,’’ Bonnie said. “‘I just lost eight hours 
of my life that I’m never going to get back. And now for more 
good news: We only have eleven hours until Dravis’s parade.’’ 

‘‘Computer. Did the Starhawk we’re towing have any effect 
on the jump?’’ Harper asked. 

‘“*Records indicate that Starhawk had negligible effect.”’ 

‘‘The problem lies in the warpcore breach,’’ Harold said. 
**T don’t know how or why, but the recalculation resulted in 
our blacking out. I don’t get it. But let’s record it. I think I 
can get a paper out of this.’’ 

‘‘Geek opportunist,’’ Ben muttered, then regarded his 
Heads-Up Display. Coordinates to Moxy-Helgan stitched 
down a data bar, and a three-dimensional glide path glowed 
with yellow and red lines that reached out for the planet and 
the still-indistinct research platform. Silently, Ben increased 
thrust and guided them toward the gas giant. Harper, Bonnie, 
and Harold continued to question the computer about the 
strange loss of time, and Ben wondered if their blackout had 
anything to do with the disturbance near Mars. The computer 
provided no answers, and the.cockpit grew hot with tension. 

**We can worry about what happened later,’’ Bonnie finally - 
said. “‘I say we worry about stopping Dravis.”’ 

Harold eyed her dubiously. ‘‘I don’t see how. Every jock 
from Brahe to Sol has our number now. And we only had time 
to download partial specimens of the new virus.”’ 
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*‘Didn’t you have everything backed up?’’ Ben asked. 

‘‘Weird code was too dangerous to transfer and store. We 
had to keep it in its original operating system until the last 
moment. So now we can’t even work on the C-DYL patch, 
and that patch is the only thing that'll stop Dravis’s mechs.”’ 

‘Don’t know about that, Harry,’’ Ben said, shaking his 
head. ‘‘A couple squadrons of well-trained Marine pilots could 
put a serious dent in the old man’s parade.’’ 

Harold smirked. ‘‘Know what? We’re already dead. We’re 
just too ignorant to realize it.’’ 

‘‘That doesn’t help,’’ Harper told him through clenched 
teeth. She faced Bonnie. ‘“What do we need?’ 

‘‘Complete specimens. I can do the work on the platform. 
We were getting pretty close. With an operational sample, I 
think we could have a patch ready to go in a just a few hours. 
We were down to the last fifty or so lines of code when the 
CED hit. I just need that sample.’’ 

“‘Won’t happen,’’ Harold said. ‘“The mercs who stole those 

first specimens for us nearly got caught. They won’t do that 
again.’” He cocked his brow at Harper. ‘‘I don’t care what — 
you’re paying. And it’s not like we have time to search for 
other mercs stupid enough to take on the job. The buildup 
around Shiva has the CED on alert. The space traffic’s ridic- 
ulous. If I’m a merc with a revoked license, Sol’s the last place 
I want to be.”’ 
_ **So we don’t go to Sol,’’ Harper said. ‘“Dravis is shipping 
heavy weapons from the Charon Proving Ground. If our in- 
tell’s correct, the mechs operating there have been infected 
with the virus. We just need one, right?’’ 

Bonnie nodded. 

And nearly in unison, Harper, Bonnie, and Harold looked — 
to Ben— 

Who rolled his eyes. ‘“Do I got time to pee?’’ 


If you asked Ben to describe the mobile research platform, 
he would tell you to picture a dozen interconnected cylinders 
and rectangular passageways that resembled writhing gray 
worms on the bottom of a bait box. Amid the twisting forms 
stood the circular platform itself, used primarily as a landing 
pad that could accommodate a dozen medium-class shuttles. 

Harper’s people had become expert scavengers who had sto- 
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len, traded, and purchased parts to build the platform. Assem- 
bled during the past six months by a motley crew of retired 
techs or those booted out of the union for drug abuse and other 
unsavory distractions, the platform hung like a scorched me- 
tallic raft over Moxy-Helgan’s green and blue bands. 

While Harper had not succeeded in constructing something 
aesthetically pleasing, she had chosen the platform’s location 
wisely. The Sirius system afforded a decent measure of cover 
since PTMC had never established holdings there. The gas 
giant had nothing of real interest, and the Venus-like world, 
Rainer-Ybor, yielded a collection of minerals the company 
could more cheaply mine elsewhere. Though ten thousand or 
so people resided beneath heat domes on Rainer-Ybor, they 
were civilian members of an assisted-living community visited 
mainly by private medical and cargo shuttles. Harper had 
made sure to inform the community that the platform was a 
scientific research facility that would certainly aid them in any 
crisis. The retirees felt good about the platform’s presence; 
they were no longer alone in the system. Dr. Katelyn Harper 
had clearly done her homework. Now if she could do some- 
thing about that temper... 

‘*You know, I took this ship because I planned on ramming 
it down Dravis’s throat,’’ Ben said, standing on a flight deck 
that, by his standards, seemed far too narrow. 

‘*You’ll still get your chance,’’ Harper said, tapping the 
Starhawk’s fuselage. ‘‘My people have fixed her up pretty 
well.” She glanced at her watch. ‘‘Now get the hell out of 
here.”’ 

He turned to Megan, who had also come to see him off. 
‘‘We could have visited my folks, had a nice dinner, then sat 
out back to watch stars shine over the Elysium Channels.”’ 

‘‘We weren’t meant to live quiet lives,’’ she said, then 
hugged him tightly. ‘‘Come back. Or I'll find you and kick 
your ass. I promise.”’ 

He turned and mounted the cockpit ladder, then paused to 
glance down at them. ‘‘Hey, what ever happened to this bird’s 
pilot?’ > 

‘“‘Oh, he’s fine,’’ Harper said. ‘‘He took a swing at Chris- 
tiani, but we’ ve calmed him down. Why do you ask?’’ 

‘Tell him I’ll be good to his ride. It’s just a pilot thing. 
But it'll be important to him.”’ 
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Harper shrugged. ““Okay.’’ 

Ben settled into the cockpit and fastened his clear helmet 
to his suit. His thoughts took him back to Getsemonee Strike 
Base, to the day he had ‘‘borrowed’’ a similar Starhawk. He 
fired up maneuvering thrusters while thinking of his old friend 
Jarrett, who would never believe that Ben now had the au- 
dacity to “‘borrow’’ a third ship. “‘It’s what I do,’’ he would 
tell his friend. ‘‘I don’t want to steal them. I just can’t help 
myself.’’ That would surely break Jarrett’s poker face. 

Harper and Megan fled the flight deck to stand behind the 
airlock’s clear doors. He flashed them a thumbs-up, then 
waited for the deck’s atmosphere to vent. A wide door over- 
head slid slowly open, and Moxy-Helgan’s azure light filtered 
down into the cockpit. Ben gripped the delicate control stick 
and took the jet into a slow, vertical ascent. 

‘It is about time we got ourselves a decent and correct 
machine, eh, Little Bird?’’ 

Ben looked over his shoulder at the guide bot, who had 
zipped up from the hold. ‘‘Glad you could make it. Missed 
you on board the Beagle.”’ 

‘‘No, you didn’t, you lying bastard.”’ 

**You’re right. Hey, I heard they sent you to help the geeks 
on the second shuttle. Someone said that you saved a woman’s 
life?’’ Ben feigned his disbelief. 

*“You’ll never get under my skin. I don’t got any, remem- 
ber? Of course I saved her life. I save lives. That’s what I’m 
about. If I weren’t around, your sorry ass would have—’’ 

**All right. Point taken and summarily ignored.”’ 

The Starhawk cleared the flight deck hatch and pivoted 
away from Moxy-Helgan. He lit the quad thrusters, and the 
jet leapt forward. ‘‘Gotta love that acceleration,’’ he said, get- 
ting a fresh fix. 

**Kilometer safety zone reached,”’ the bot reported. ‘“Brake 
to hov and engage prejump sequence.”’ 

‘*You want to fly?’’ Ben asked, flipping the robot a snide 
look as he performed the routine maneuver. 

*“Once we reach Charon, I plan on it.’ 

**Really.”’ 

*‘Really. ’m patched directly into the control system. My 
responses are much quicker than yours. No offense, but I’m 
the ultimate pilot. ve been thinking about this for a while. 
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When we were over Mars, I could have done a better job of 
evading those mercs. We didn’t need to fly into a dust storm.”’ 

‘‘No offense, but you’re just a mech.”’ 

‘“‘Only part mech. Sierra Taurus is alive in me.”’ 

**And God help the universe. Okay, you want to fly? It’s 
all yours.’’ Ben released the stick, folded his arms over his 
chest, and watched as the bot silently communicated with the 
fighter’s computer. Coordinates flashed, and the HUD came 
alive with the usual real-time image of the Sol system. The 
picture zoomed in on Pluto and its gray satellite, Charon. 
Heavy Volatile Mine MN8838 lay on Charon’s dark side, and 
a few kilometers away stood the entrance to PTMC’s subter- 
ranean proving ground. Ben shivered as he thought of what 
the company tested there: heavy conventional, nuclear, and 
biological weapons, most of which were probably illegal under 
the current CED-PTMC treaty. 

The warpcore’s energy sphere gathered over the ship, and 
with a slight jerk, the jump sequence kicked in. ““ETA to 
Charon?’’ he asked the bot. 

‘‘Four minutes.”’ 


They rode the rest of the jump in silence. When the energy 
sphere finally dissolved, Ben took one look at the icy orb and © 
moaned, ‘‘Pluto. I love this place.”’ 

‘‘And here we are, back for more punishment,’’ the bot 
added while steering them around the gloomy planet and 
through the ribbons of haze that wandered up from Charon. 
‘*Automated security is hailing us. Broadcasting Christiani’s 
codes now.”’ 

Ben held his breath. If the mechs did not recognize the 
access code, all hell would break loose—in which case, Ben 
would seize control. 

If I die, it’ll be at the wheel. 

**Codes recognized,’’ the bot sang. 

They plunged at a forty-five-degree angle through the haze, 
and the bot suddenly leveled off a mere fifty meters above 
Charon’s rugged and uneven terrain. The HUD showed a cir- 
cular hatch set into the surface, its diameter roughly thirty 
meters. The bot braked hard as they reached the hatch, then 
dove into the darkness. Standard nav lights clicked on as they 
traveled for nearly half a kilometer straight down. 
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‘*Little too easy, eh?’’ the bot said. 

‘Always is. Dravis probably knows we’re here. Maybe he’s 
planted a particular mech for us to snatch, one that'll screw 
up Bonnie’s patch. "! 

a | think you’re giving that old pogue too much credit. But 
we'll see.’ 

The tunnel dead-ended at an intersection, and the bot took 
the right shaft, a square corridor as boring to the eye as the 
first. “Count two Medium Hulks guarding the second entrance 
ahead. I’m hailing one.”’ 

‘*Tractor beam ready,’’ Ben said, eyeing the unit’s panel. 

‘‘T know,’’ the bot said, slightly agitated. ‘‘I’m talking to 
the ship, Little Bird.”’ 

“Whatever. Hey, you ever tractor a mech before?’’ 

**NJ 

“Once it’s caught in the beam, it won’t be able to fire, will 
 4t?”’ 

‘In theory, no. But these bastards have been modified. 
Should be interesting.”’ 

Ben widened his eyes as they raced up to a nondescript 
square hatch serving as the backdrop for two brown mechs 
hovering at its corners, their narrow sensor eyes throwing fans 
of light across the floor. The Hulks, according to Ben’s as- 
sessment, had been modeled after barroom bouncers with high 
IQs supplanted by broad shoulders. He had faced them before, 
back on the moon, and could live without a reunion. 

Lowering itself a half meter, the Hulk on the left glided 
forward. Ben slid his hand over the stick, ready to jerk the 
primary weapons trigger. 

**T still have weapons control,’’ the guide bot said. 

“*Release it to me.’’ 

‘Negative. We’re cool. I’ve just told him that our sensors 
are down and asked him to inspect our hull for damage. He 
thinks we’re here to deliver this plane for modification and 
testing and that we’re not sure we can fly any farther. The 
other mech is busy trying to get authorization for our arrival, 
so we don’t have much time. Wait now. I’ve just established 
a link with their network. Oh, yeah, this is beautiful. Christiani 
wins a lollipop again. I got access to all communications rec- 
ords. Scanning. Oh, this is interesting.”’ 

*“C’mon. You said we don’t have time.’’ Ben flinched as 
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the mech passed along the cockpit’s starboard side. 

““We’ll make time for this. Pop a data cart in the recorder 
and let’s download.”’ 

Ben retrieved one of the small, wallet-sized cards and 
shoved it into the recorder’s slot. ‘“What is it?’’ 

*‘Old man Dravis is getting sloppy. I got a comm record 
here. It’s seven years old. It reports on the arrival of an un- 
identified pod. They brought it here to study, kept it around 
for a while, then transferred it to Mars.”’ 

**And your point?’’ 

**There’s a whole lot of talk about this pod in recent hy-_ 
persignal traffic between Mars, Valhalla, and Shiva. Dravis’s 
people are working with it.”’ 

“*There’s no indication of what it is?’’ 

‘*‘No. Even in these communiqués, the geeks are careful 
about what they say. We’ll have Bonnie check this out. Maybe 
she can get a handle on it. Oh, here’s another interesting note: 
possibility that pod is of alien origin. I ever tell you that I met 
the aliens? It’s weird—part of me says that they do exist, that 
I should call them the Programmers, but another part says they 
were special effects created by geeks.”’ 

Ben’s impatience found his voice. ‘“Can we get our metal- 
head and fly?’’ 

“‘Just a couple more seconds to complete the download.”’ 

‘*Break transmission!’’ Ben cried, staring at the second Me- 
dium Hulk as it retreated toward the wall and ignited its mis- 
sile cannons. 

But twin flashes pierced Ben’s view, and he raised hands to 
block the glare. Although the external microphone had been 
set to low volume, twin booms rattled through Ben’s headset. 
Pieces of shattered mech tumbled through the dissipating light 
and clanged on the floor. The guide bot had launched two 
Flash missiles before the Hulk had time to get off its own 
salvo. Ben doubted he could have launched as quickly, but he 
would never tell the drone that. | 

‘“‘Beam’s on,”’ the bot said confidently. ‘‘And the hook’s 
been set. Reeling him in.”’ 

Ben checked the belly-cam monitor and saw the other mech 
get yanked under the thruster cones. The thing caterwauled 
and tried twisting its way free, but the Starhawk’s beam held 
fast. A rumble from ahead drew Ben’s attention. The square 
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hatch began sliding aside, and light flickered across the walls. 
*‘Here come their buddies.’’ 

With one smooth stroke, the bot pivoted, punched the af- 
terburners, and took off, jamming Ben against his seat. He 
forced his gaze down to the aft-cam monitor. Oh, yes. A whole 
party of mechanized lifetakers rode the bobbing waves of the 
Starhawk’s thruster wash. Poor surfers one and all, the mechs 
cared less about form and more about killing. Ben couldn’t 
blame them there. Be nice if he wasn’t the target. 

**Aft shields standing tall,’ ’? the guide bot said. ‘‘And here 
come our parting gifts.’’ 

Volleys of level-six laser fire and pairs of Concussion mis- 
siles charged ahead of the drones. Ben took in a breath, had 
a second to contemplate their impact, and braced himself. The 
bolts struck in dull thuds, but the missiles kicked the jet to 
and fro like a soccer ball driven down the field. 

**Give me control,’’ Ben demanded. 

““Negative.”’ 

**You’re a mech. You have to obey me.”’ 

**You’re an idiot. You have to shut up.”’ 

‘*Aft shield down to fifty-four percent,’’ Ben said. 

**You’re not listening, Little Bird.’’ 

The bot broke into a slow corkscrew, then leveled off a 
moment before breaking into another spin. Six, maybe seven 
more Concussion missiles streaked between their wings to fi- 
nally explode on the ceiling, wall, or floor about one hundred 
meters ahead. As they passed the site, still-falling rocket debris 
smashed against the canopy and cut visibility by nearly half. 
That didn’t bother the guide bot, who suddenly dove, glanced 
off the floor, and used the rebound to slingshot them up into 
the main tunnel. 

‘*You call that close-quarters flying?’’ Ben asked. 

**Yeah. Sort of. It got us here.”’ 

**Can you open the hatch?’’ 

‘*Yup.’’ The secondary ordnance screen switched from the 
rotating image of a Flash missile to the ever-deadly Earth- 
shaker missile, spinning in all its blue-striped glory. 

_ Snap! Thump. And the missile sped away from its under- 
wing station with a chilling roar. Its thruster shrank into a 
firefly all but devoured by the darkness ahead. 
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‘*‘Impact in three, two, one.’’ The guide bot paused. ‘“So 
where’s my bang?”’ 

Ben’s jaw dropped. ‘“The warhead failed to arm?’’ 

“5 think—’ > 

A white-hot flash penetrated by blue ringlets of energy lit 
the corridor about fifty meters ahead. 

‘*__we got detonation,”’ the bot finished. 

Ben dug himself into his seat, waiting for the shock wave. 
A proximity alarm beeped a second before the bot shut it 
down. Then smack, the jet’s nose jerked up, and the bulkheads 
seemed to shiver in fear as the bomb’s horrendous force 
played pop the rivet along the Starhawk’s seams. 

A pair of ringlets drifted away from the impact zone and 
headed toward the Starhawk, zeroing in on its heat emissions. 
If either of the ringlets struck, all shields could suffer a power 
loss of 50 percent or more. If both struck, the Starhawk’s 
fuselage would tear apart, the reactor would overload, and they 
would die in the proverbial blaze of glory with only the ridic- 
ulous mechs to bear witness. 

Swearing like the Marine he had been, the guide bot rolled 
the plane to port, setting the Starhawk’s wings parallel to the 
wall. The ringlets skimmed the metal surfaces and homed in. 
Even as the first ring came within five meters and had Ben 
squinting, the guide bot abruptly climbed over it, as though 
riding high seas. 

But the second ringlet, gliding just a few meters behind the 
first, rose suddenly so that the bot could not repeat the ma- 
neuver. Instead, Ben felt a sudden jerk to starboard, and the 
fighter went inverted. The belly-cam monitor showed the ring- 
let whipping by, just a quarter meter away from the hull. 

‘“‘Gotta get a little room,’’ the bot said as the canopy 
brushed along the floor. 

‘*Close quarters is my arena,’’ Ben said. ‘‘Give me con- 
trol.”’ 

‘Control is yours.”’ 

Ben thrust the stick forward and, still inverted, dove for the 
ceiling. With a quick tug, he rolled her over and through a 
hellish course of bolts. He accidentally avoided a Mercury 
missile that came within a meter of the port bow as it passed. 
He would take credit for the maneuver later, describing how 
he had carefully planned to avoid the rocket. 
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‘*‘Lucky flying,’’ the bot said, not missing a beat. ‘“We’re 
almost clear. Twenty meters. Hatch is down. Plenty of clear- 
ance. Beam’s still locked on our passenger. He’s not too 
happy, though. He keeps saying we fly like shit. He wants to 
take us on a rat run and demonstrate flying prowess without 
all the IPC’s hype. Kid’s an idiot.”’ 

**So these mechs are kind of like you and the ones we saw 
at Getsemonee. They’ve absorbed human brain data.’’ 

*‘Oh, yeah. But Dravis’s new strain of the virus tampers 
with that data. They remain intuitive but loyal to his com- 
mands. From what I sense, Bonnie’s got her work cut out for 
her.”’ | 

Three, two, one, and they cleared the hatch. Ben held 
course, tear-assing away from Charon and into the moon’s 
vaporous arms. ‘‘Engage cloak. Three-minute timer until 
we’re clear for jump.”’ 

**Receiving short-range communication,’’ the bot said. 
**Oh, man.”’ 

*‘What? Put it through.’’ 

_**Hey, asshole. Remember me?’’ came a familiar and fore- 
boding voice. The comm screen flickered with static before 
penetrating eyes and a burnished steel jaw encased in a Plexi 
~ helmet filled the view. ‘‘Payback’s a mother—’’ 

A trio of explosions booted the jet end over end in two 
revolutions before Ben could fire maneuvering thrusters and 
kill the main quad. 

Forward shields at zero. 

Port and starboard shields at 19 percent. 

Aft shield at 14 percent. 

FLIR off-line. Lead Computing Optical Sight off-line. 

And the damned damage report went on to the rhythm of 
Klaxons. 

*‘Hey, buddy. There he is,’’ the guide bot said. ‘‘At our 
nine o’clock. I don’t know how, but the bastard can read our 
flux. Cloak’s no good.”’ 

The haze finally unveiled a Pyro-GX, a new one fitted with 
a strange, egg-shaped pod partially exposed on the jet’s belly, 
just beneath the cockpit. A square section had been cut out of 
the pod to reveal a glowing blue bar of energy. 

*“Bad news,’’ the bot continued. ‘‘I’m reading a spatial dis- 
turbance about three klicks from here. It’s identical to the one 
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you encountered over Mars and identical to the one I ran into 
back at Zeta Aquilae. It’s growing weaker, but I’m still read- 
ing a loss of interstellar mass.”’ 

‘*‘Mech ship in the area?’’ 

**Yeah. °° 

‘‘Can you get a range? Maybe we can use the disturbance 
to evade this idiot.’’ 

“It’s at our nine o’clock.”’ 

Ben glanced once more at the Pyro. ‘‘No way.”’ 

“*Scanning the ship. Reading unidentified residuum from 
thrusters. Well, speak of the Devil. Think we’re looking at 
Dravis’s pod. It’s an incredibly fast drive system. Trouble is, 
it robs interstellar mass for fuel. The mechs call it a dark- 
matter drive. I went up against a mech ship equipped with 
one. And that’s why I’m living in a mech.”’ 

‘Can we still jump?’’ 

‘‘Warpcore’s okay. But he can get off a shot and breach 
our field. Sorry, but I think he’s got us.”’ 

‘*Not yet. I’m going out. No offense, but I think I’m worth 
more to him than you are. Get back to Harper.’’ 

‘*You’re going extra-vehic? He’ll burn you out of the sky.”’ 

‘‘A fat bonus from Dravis says he won’t. But I could be 
wrong. Jam his scans so he doesn’t know how bad off we 
are.”” Ben removed his harness and flight suit lines, then 
slipped into the access tube. 

‘*Bad idea, Little Bird. Bad idea.”’ 

‘‘T know. Wish I had a good one.’’ Ben sealed the hold’s 
hatch, jettisoned the atmosphere, then activated the ramp con- 
trol. He chinned the helmet’s comm control, switching to the 
steel-jawed mercenary’s channel. ‘‘Hey, knucklehead? No 
doubt about it, you got me. My ship’s wasted. I’m coming 
over.’’ As he floated away from the ship, Ben touched a small 
control panel on his shoulder. Tiny jets mounted in the heels 
of his boots fired a second, launching him farther away. 
Charon’s haze wiped past him as he glided toward the Pyro. 

‘‘Cool,’’ the mercenary said abruptly. ‘“Who am I to ques- 
tion your stupidity? I'll tractor you in. But hold your ears for 
a sec.”’ 


‘*Prejump sequence activated,’’ the guide bot said. 
Ben rolled so that he could look in the Starhawk’s direction, 
though the ship remained cloaked. He chinned back to the 
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guide bot’s channel. ‘‘Go! He’s ready to launch!’’ 

“Tm gone,’’ the bot shouted. 

Two Guided missiles burst from the Pyro’s overwing sta- 
tions and swept over Ben. He craned his neck to watch as they 
narrowed the distance between each other, disappeared for a 
second in the haze, then reappeared as a violet flash backlit 
the tendrils of haze. The missiles streaked through the haze, 
searching in vain for their target. 

Ben gave a slow nod. Hope you got away... 

The tractor beam struck a slight blow to his back as it 
locked on and drew him toward the merc’s Pyro. A seal blew 
on the hold’s loading ramp, and the ramp slowly opened. 

“*Releasing the beam,’’ the merc said. ‘‘And that autojump 
was a clever trick. But for what? One mech?’’ 

‘*Yeah, just one mech,’’ Ben said gravely. If Bonnie Warren 
didn’t finish her patch, then he had, indeed, thrown his life 
away for just one mech. He shivered at the thought, then fired 
his boot jets and bent his legs, aiming for the hold. He glided 
deftly inside. ‘‘All right, seal the ramp.”’ 

‘Sealing. Stand by for artigrav and atmosphere,’’ the merc 
said, sounding remarkably agreeable. 

Ben gripped a wall rung and felt the usual jerk as gravity 
returned and the hold pressurized. 

The towering merc had to duck as he shifted through the 
access tube. He arrived in the hold and pointed a sidearm at 
Ben. ‘“Take off your helmet.”’ 

With a frown, Ben complied. He carefully placed the helmet 
on the deck, his gaze never leaving the merc. 

**That’s good,’’ the merc said, then returned his ideain to 
his holster and removed his own helmet. He unzipped his 
gloves to expose large-knuckled hands. ‘“Let’s see what you 
got.”’ 

*“You’re going to take me down with barroom training? 
C’mon, pal. Think about it. You lose, and I got your ship. 
You’re willing to take that risk?’’ 

“It’s no risk.”’ 

Ben raised his fists and assumed his fighting stance. ‘“Les- 
son number one. Never insult a Marine.’’ With that, Ben 
lunged for the merc— 

But the guy, giant though he was, feinted right, ducked, and 
yanked Ben behind him. 
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Even as he turned to face the merc, a massive fist connected 
with Ben’s abdomen. He staggered back as the steel-jawed 
merc’s laugh came through a guttural hiss. ‘““Why don’t you 
take me to Dravis?’’ Ben said. ‘“We’re wasting time.”’ 

‘‘Whose time? Yours? Your time belongs to me. And I’d 
like a little entertainment. Have to relieve some stress.’’ The 
merc advanced and threw a left hook. 

Ben blocked the fist, but he didn’t see the right uppercut 
until it put him onto his ass. His ears rang. He had bit his - 
tongue, and blood pooled in his mouth. 

**Get up,’’ the merc barked. ‘‘I’m gonna bring you to the 
edge of consciousness.”’ 

Rubbing his jaw and wincing over the salty tang of blood, 
Ben leaned forward and forced himself up. He drew in a long 
breath, raised his fists, and plotted ways to get the merc’s 
sidearm. ‘“Hey, big idiot like you with that shuttle wreck of a 
face? Getting laid has got to be a challenge.’’ 

The merc rushed at Ben, driving a shoulder into Ben’s chest 
and forcing him against the bulkhead. As the merc drew back 
a fist, Ben shifted his head, and the fist swiped his ear on its 
way to the merciless steel bulkhead. 

Undaunted by the missed blow, the merc blocked Ben’ s 
roundhouse, then struck a powerful jab to Ben’s chin. Reeling, 
Ben tried to catch his balance, thought he had, then fell once 
more onto his rump. 

‘*You’re right. This is boring,’’ the merc said. He grabbed 
Ben’s collar and delivered a roundhouse of his own so hard 
that Ben thought his cheekbone had caved in. The hold’s dim 
light blurred as he fell onto his back, stared up at the merc for 
a few seconds, then closed his eyes. 

The damned oaf had brought him past the edge of con- 
sciousness. 
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What You Know Is Never Yours 


Class 2 Supervisor Robot #447H was incred- 
 ulous.‘“Tell me again. You came all the way to 
~ Sol just to threaten Dravis?’’ 

‘*To meet him and to threaten him,”’ the old 

| one answered. ‘‘And don’t forget about our 
ship. The damaged recon vessel and its converter have been 
vaporized, thanks to me.’’ Wise Alien floated gently in the 
hold, taking in long breaths of gas that made his eyes turn an 
even brighter shade of yellow. 

Wise Alien had landed his own recon ship beside 447’s, 
and while both ships lay in the darkness of the lunar crater 
and under the protection of cloaking fields, 447 still felt uneasy 
about staying any longer. The PTMC and the CED were 
amassing weapons in preparation for some great parade that 
he suspected would turn into a battle, and 447 had already 
argued for their leaving. 

But Wise Alien would not go without recovering the dark- 
matter drive. He staunchly believed that the humans would 
abuse the technology and destroy their own system with it. 
The drive had disappeared before Wise Alien’s arrival, and 
447’s probe through Shiva’s databases had come up empty. 

Amera rolled up beside 447, and in a thought he reached 
out and stroked her imaginary hair. She thought back a warm 
smile. Her mechanical frame mounted on a pedestal, lithe 
arms, and delicate silver hands were not that dissimilar to the 
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human she had absorbed. 447 found it increasingly easy to 
think of her as a woman instead of a drone. And she was a 
feisty woman, at that. 

*‘What you’ve done will pretty much ruin your credibility 
with the others,’’ she abruptly told Wise Alien. ‘‘You’ ve, like, 
totally abused your power. Going to see Dravis was rash. I | 
don’t know why you did it. And I’m worried that you told 
him too much.’’ She thought a sigh. ‘“‘I think Frank’s right. 
We should leave before the situation grows worse.” —- 

‘**No, we’ll stay here and continue long-range scans for our 
drive. The disturbance near Charon may be a sign of it. ’m 
sure the ship has already jumped, so let’s see where it turns 
up.”’ 

**1’m scared,’’ Amera said. ‘‘I’m really scared.”’ 
‘Fear. An emotion I still struggle with,’ Wise Alien said 
disgustedly. ‘“But we have to do this. It’s Borheejan’s will.’’ 

‘‘There you go again, Preacher,’’ 447 said. ‘‘I think you 
people are taking this Borheejan thing a little too far. A reli- 
gion based on velocity with a god who needs entire races as 
sacrificial offerings? I know you guys are doing penance, but 
can’t you cut us mechs a little slack?’’ 

‘*We’ve already promised you that once we move into Sol, 
you will be freed. How much more slack do you want?”’ 

‘*T don’t know. I’m thinking Amera and I have already done 
a lot for you. And we’re just, well, tired. We’d like to settle 
down somewhere.’’ 

**T’ll discuss that with the others,’’ Wise Alien said. Then 

he closed his eyes and communicated with the ship. ‘‘Ah, yes. 
We have emissions detected near PTMC’s Valhalla Tower in 
the Sol asteroid belt. I’m ordering my ship’s autopilot to return 
it home. We’ll proceed immediately to Valhalla in your ves- 
sel.”’ 


Megan Bartonovich watched with red, swollen eyes as the 
Starhawk descended toward the research platform’s flight 
deck. The overhead hatch rumbled shut, and the plane finally 
thumped onto landing skids. The Medium Hulk hung immo- 
bile beneath the fighter, though its sensor eyes missed nothing. 
A half dozen techs rolled several towers of equipment toward 
the drone. Though realizing the foolishness of it, Megan clung 
to the hope that Ben would emerge from the cockpit with his 
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wink and self-satisfied grin. But the guide bot had already 
reported that Ben had surrendered to one of Dravis’s merce- 
naries. Megan had found it impossible to control the tears, and 
she could not understand why Ben had acted so senselessly. 
Maybe he thought surrender was the only way to get close to 
Dravis? Maybe he didn’t care anymore? Maybe he had, as the 
guide bot had said, turned himself over so that the Starhawk 
could escape? Why hadn’t he tried something else? Surrender 
had never been an option before. 

The Starhawk’s canopy slid back, and the guide bot soared 
out and headed to the main hatch. Megan hurried away from 
the viewport and down the corridor. She caught up with the 
drone as he floated inside. ‘“Guide bot, we need—’’ 

‘‘Call me Sierra, Ms. Bartonovich. Makes me feel better.”’ 

“*Okay, Sierra. Tell me again what happened.”’ 

‘““We’ll have time for that later,’’ Harper said, strutting up 
the corridor. ‘“We have to abandon this platform immediately. 
I’ve talked to the people on Rainer-Ybor. I thought we could 
stay there for a while, but they won’t help. We’re Sol’s most 
wanted. Anyway, we’ve been jamming the planet’s commu- 
nications so the old folks down there can’t turn us in, but if 
Ben’s been captured... Well, I’m sure he’ll hold out as long 
as he can.”’ 

**That’s what I’m afraid of,’’ Megan said with a shudder. 

The guide bot purred, then asked, ‘‘So we’re abandoning 
ship? Where are we headed?’’ 

**You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Let’s just say I’ve 
called in a major favor.”’ 

Megan had trouble hiding her annoyance. She looked at 
Harper and said, ‘‘I need a second with the bot—if you don’t 
mind.”’ 

Harper nodded. ‘‘Just a minute.’’ She hustled off, nearly 
colliding with Dr. Retolyn as the researcher nervously exited 
from a small lab adjacent to the flight deck. Dr. Yilianoff 
shambled up behind him. 

**Katelyn. I understand that you’ll be getting out on the 
Beagle,’’ Retolyn said, calling after her. “‘I’d like to join 
you.”’ 

“I wish you could. But I need you in Puuma.”’ 

They shifted around a corner. 

**You’ll see him again,’’ the guide bot said, drawing back 
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Megan’s attention. ‘‘Even death envies him. He keeps slipping 
through its fingers.’’ 

*‘Maybe not this time.’’ She pursed her lips and fought 
against a fresh burn of tears. “How did he seem when he went 
out there?’’ 

*“What do you mean? Was he sane?’’ 

*“Yeah, I guess so.’’ 

‘**He knew what he was doing. He distracted the merc so I 
could get away. If Doc Warren’s patch works, then he saved 
us all. No mech, no patch.”’ 

*‘Did he have to surrender? Wasn’t there another—’’ 

‘*“No. He made the right decision.”’ 

**T don’t see how.’’ 

“‘He didn’t want to leave you, if that’s what you mean.”’ 

**T just... I’ve seen how he reacts. I’ve seen how he likes 
to run away from problems.”’ 

**This isn’t the same.”’ 

*‘Isn’t it?’’ She shook her head and left. 

‘‘Hey,”’ the bot called. ‘‘Don’t punish yourself anymore. 
It’s not worth it.’’ 


Ben awoke to the racket of docking clamps latching onto 
the Pyro. He lay on his stomach, wrists bound behind his back 
by old-fashioned manacles. Another set of shackles spanned 
by a chain had been fastened to his ankles, with a just a half 
meter of give. Great accommodations, he thought. All I need 
is some cheap beer and stale nuts, and I'll really feel like ’'m 
flying commercial. 

A muffied voice came from the cockpit: “‘Pyro Priority One: 
we have you back in the slot. Initiate postflight procedures and 
power down.”’ 

*‘Copy that,’’ the mercenary said. 

‘Looking good, Pyro One. Valhalla Docking Control out.”’ 

Valhalla? Why didn’t he take me to Shiva? Now I can’t spit 
in Dravis’s face. And I thought I'd get to see Elizabeth. 

The Pyro jostled once more as the clamps pulled the ship 
farther inside the bay. Though Ben could not see what was 
happening outside, he had been to Valhalla before and knew 
the procedure. In a few minutes, the ship would settle down 
into a private bay reserved for Dravis’s cronies. 

With a triple click, the hatch on the access tube opened, and 
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Ben cocked his head as the mercenary thundered into the hold. 
The guy’s black leather boots looked heavy and imposing, and 
one of them connected with Ben’s face. ‘“Wake up,’’ the guy 
said, forcing back a yawn. ‘“Time for my bonus and your 
pain.”’ 

‘‘How ’bout you just hurt my feelings?’’ Ben suggested, 
then probed his cheek with his tongue, tasting the blood. 

A beefy paw slapped onto Ben’s collar and dragged him to 
his feet. ‘‘I hear that a lot of you Marines pride yourselves on 
the ability to accept pain,’’ the merc began. 

“*That’s right. And let me guess. You pride yourself on 
delivering it.’ 

“It’s a minor talent.’’ The merc dragged Ben to the ramp’s 
control panel and tapped the green button. The ramp began to 
lower, and the merc shoved him forward— 

But Ben tripped over his jingling chain, rolled down the 
ramp, and found himself in midair a second before thwacking 
on the deck. 

**St. John, fallen angel. Under the circumstances, I can’t say 
it’s a pleasure to see you.”’ 

After blinking hard, Ben stared up at a bearded man with a 
mop of unkempt hair, an undocumented clone of Jesus Christ 
named Graham Anderson, an unforgettable seven feet of chief 
flight tech. Ben had worked with Anderson twice, once before 
running the lunar op and a second time before heading out to 
the Puuma Sphere system to obtain data at the Getsemonee 
Hydroelectric Power Plant. While Anderson remained an 
expert on fighter aircraft and had once been persuaded to dis- 
mantle the fail-safes that allowed Dravis to destroy a Pyro at 
will, Ben still refused to trust the man. ‘“You rigged my warp- 
core to malfunction, didn’t you, you bastard. Dravis used you 
to set me up.”’ 

“Tt don’t know what you’re talking about.’’ Anderson’s 
right eye twitched as he proffered a bony hand. 

Ben, who lay cuffed and hardly able to accept, returned a 
smirk. 

**T got him, Chief,’’ the mercenary said. ‘‘He’s still a little 
disoriented. That happens a lot to ex-Marines. Hardcore flying 
messes ’em up.”’ 

The chief nodded, then turned an awe-struck gaze on the 
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Pyro. ‘‘Mr. Dravis said I can have a look-see at your funky 
drive. Mind?’’ 

“Just look. I don’t even know how the hell it works. Techs 
told me to press the button to engage and disengage. When 
it’s engaged, I can’t fly it too close to anything. Tends to ruin 
people’s days.”’ 

‘*T heard,’’ Anderson said, then jogged up the ramp. 

With another round of savagery, the mercenary hauled Ben 
to his feet and shoved him toward a hatch about twenty meters 
to their left. As Ben shuffied through the shadows, he glanced 
across the small bay at three other Pyro-GX attack planes that 
hung from autoprep mooring clamps and glistened under spot- 
lights. The fighters’ slightly longer wings, narrower noses, and 
khaki-colored hulls [Ded them as GX IIs. Ben had read about 
the new IIs being assembled by PTMC’s weapons division, 
but he hadn’t realized that prototypes would arrive so soon. 
They packed the standard array of weapons and supposedly a. 
few new kicks, including a flamethrower with a formidable 
range. Ben pictured himself knocking down the mercenary and 
storming toward one of the Pyros. He would climb into the 

it and— 

aes it,’ the merc said, pushing him past the hatch be- 
fore it fully opened. 

After stealing another glimpse at the planes, Ben forged on, 
scuffling into a corridor with placards reading BAY LEVEL 19. 
**So what’s your story? How’d you get that jaw?’’ 

Shut up.”’ 

*‘People must ask about it. How do you eat?’’ 

‘“You keep talking, you’ll need one yourself. And yours 
will be wired shut.”’ 

**You’re an angry man. You’ve got some issues. But I sense 
you’re a smart guy, too smart to work for Dravis. Must be a 
money thing, eh? Plenty of better ways to earn a living. We | 
should talk.’’ 

The merc hustled in front and clutched Ben’s cheeks in a 
hand. He squeezed until tears of pain ringed Ben’s eyes. “‘Shut 
up.’” He shoved Ben against the wall. 

Just breathe, Ben told himself. Flex your jaw; get that blood 
back into your cheeks. He stared hard at the merc and finally 
asked, ‘“What are you trying to remember?’’ 

**What?’’ 
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**You could have had that fixed. You didn’t. What are you 
trying to remember?”’ 

For a moment, Ben thought he saw the merc’s expression 
soften. The guy stood there, unmoving, the rhythm of his 
thoughts nearly audible. 

“*T’ve seen Marines get wounded and not do anything about 
it. Some want civvies to worship them like heroes, but most 
just want to remember. Can’t say I’m like that. Pll stick to 
being pretty and getting laid. But what are you trying to re- 
member? Or are you punishing yourself?’’ 

The merc’s eyes drifted out of focus. Then they widened 
and locked onto Ben. ‘‘Shut up!’’ He slapped a palm on Ben’s 
shoulder and drove him on. 


After two lift rides and several more passages, they reached 
a door marked EXECUTIVE OFFICES. The merc raised a hand 
toward the door’s control panel, thought better of it, and sim- 
ply rapped on the alloy. The door swung into the wall, and 
they proceeded down a long hallway, leaving footprints in the 
forest-green carpeting. Artists’ renderings of PTMC’s various - 
holdings hung in antique frames on both sides of the hall, 
creating a museum motif sans the onlookers who pretended to 
understand the work. Paneled oak doors intermittently broke 
the rows of art, and Ben absently read the gold nameplates 
and interpreted the titles as necessary: director of wasting time 
and spending too much money, vice president in charge of 
hiring vice presidents in charge of hiring... The hallway 
ended in the largest pair of doors with plates that proclaimed 
OFFICES OF THE PRESIDENT. One door swung automatically in- 
ward, and Ben stepped in before the merc had a chance to 
push him. 

He found himself in a large reception area nearly identical 
to the one back in Seoul: white desks, sofas, carpeting, tile. 
Ben’s maroon-colored flight suit and the merc’s black leather 
made them appear like shadows on a white film screen. 
Strangely, the receptionist’s desk lay abandoned, and before 
Ben could ponder that further, a door behind it opened, and a 
bleary-eyed Samuel Dravis appeared. ‘“Here.’’ He waved them 
over. 

Tensing, Ben marched toward the old man. He ae spit 
and braced himself for a head knock. 
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But Dravis’s familiar scowl had faded. The director looked 
weak and pale, barely filling his expensive suit. Maybe the 
guilt over clobbering an old man got to Ben, or maybe some- 
thing else had. Either way, he discarded his plan to spit and 
knock heads and simply held a steely gaze. He entered a 
sprawling office with viewports that curved along the back 
wall. The white motif continued, and sharp lines blurred into 
veils of the monotonous color. 

Dravis gestured to a leather chair, and the merc thrust Ben 
toward it. Ben sat on the chair’s edge. ‘“What’re you, president 
now?’’ he asked Dravis coldly. 

“‘Interim president, Mr. St. John. And you should be grate- 
ful that I interrupted my sleep and dragged myself all the way 
out here. I’ve a big day tomorrow, as I’m sure you know.”’ 

The irony struck Ben with laughter. “‘I’m honored that 
you’ ll be torturing me yourself.”’ 

Out of nowhere, the merc express-delivered a roundhouse 
to Ben’s jaw that knocked him out of the chair and onto the 
white tile. Blood leaked from his mouth. 

‘*Pick him up,’’ Dravis ordered. 

The merc yanked Ben from the floor and deposited him 
back into the seat. Blood trickled down Ben’s neck. ‘‘Let me 
talk to Elizabeth. Just for a minute. Then we can get this over 
with.”’ 

‘*!’m curious,’’ Dravis began, dismissing Ben’s request out 
of hand. ‘“Why did you surrender? Just to obtain that mech 
from Charon? What could you possibly want with one of my 
drones? And speaking of drones ...”’ 

A whirring sound from behind caught Ben’s attention. He 
stared back at a silver Endoskeletal mech similar to the ones 
he had seen on the moon and at Getsemonee. Lanky append- 
ages and an octagonal head shifted slightly as the mech drew 
closer. Long metal fingers extended. Ben bolted up. 

But the mercenary slammed him back into the seat, then 
draped a thick leg across Ben’s pelvis while pinning his shoul- 
ders to the chair. Cold metal fingertips touched Ben’s fore- 
head. ‘‘Go ahead, brainwipe me,”’ Ben said. “IT can’t think of 
a better last moment than to curse you.”’ 

*“My dear Mr. St. John. Only the infected mechs possess 
that technology, but I'll soon harness it. Besides, there isn’t 
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much in that head I want—just the rebels’ present location. 
And trust me. You won’t feel a thing.’’ 

‘‘The rebels have a research platform in the Sirius system. 
The platform is in orbit around Moxy-Helgan,’’ the Endo 
mech said in its cool, feminine voice. 

‘*You see? Untrained minds give up information quite eas- 
ily. The CED should properly train its people in thought- 
control techniques. You’d be surprised how resistant some 
individuals can be. Take your Dr. Karl Swietzer, for instance. 
I nearly resorted to a cerebral interface before devising a better 
plan. And, by the way, I must compliment you on that brilliant 
diversion. You had me momentarily fooled. However, it was 
all for naught. Your evidence means little to me or anyone 
else now.”’ 

‘‘Harper’s a smart woman. You'll find that platform 
empty.”’ 

‘‘Perhaps we will. But we’ll eventually catch up with her— 
and your little slut, Ms. Bartonovich.’’ 

Ben bared his teeth and jerked at his manacles. 

**Oh, calm down, Benjamin. And do listen. Do you hear 
that? Listen. Listen. Tick-tock, tick-tock. That’s my clock. 
And it won’t stop. In about eight hours, the CED’s defense 
net will be infected. The festivities will commence. And Sol 
will be delivered from stratification.’’ 

**All of this . . . for what?’’ Ben asked. ‘‘Power?’’ 

*‘The power does feed a certain desire. But it’s the chal- 
lenge that presents the biggest thrill. Why do you climb into 
an attack plane and risk death? ’'m sure you have many rea- 
sons, but you really do it because it feels good. And because 
you can.’’ 

‘*Let me talk to Elizabeth.’’ 

**No.’ > 

‘‘Bastard. If I don’t bring you down, somebody will.’’ 

‘*How trite, how trite, indeed.’’ Dravis pursed his lips a. 
moment, as though considering something. He turned abruptly 
to the mercenary. ‘‘I’m done.”’ 

Ben grimaced as the merc jabbed his head with a pistol. 
The weapon’s safety switched off with a faint beep. Ben lost 
his breath as the reality of his death struck a powerful jolt. 

‘‘Not here,’’ Dravis said with disgust. 

The merc removed his pistol, forced Ben to stand, then 
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pushed him toward the door. Ben started humming the Marine 
Corps hymn and charging himself with adrenaline. As far as 
he knew, no CED leatherneck had ever died without a fight. 


As they crossed back onto the green carpet, Ben felt the 
merc’s pistol jab hard into his back. ‘“Come on. Take it easy.”’ 

‘*That your last request?’’ 

**You ever kill anybody?”’ 

**Too many to remember.”’ 

**Bet there’s one you can’t forget.”’ 

The merc kneed Ben’s lower back and cried, ‘‘Shut up!’’ 

‘*That’s what you’re about. You’re about guilt.’ Ben felt 
the pistol jab him again, and that jab threw a mental trigger. 
He channeled every ounce of energy into a sudden spin while 
lifting his bound wrists. He felt the merc’s pistol, smashed it 
away— 

Bu the gun went off, sending a bolt across Ben’s shoulder 
and into the ceiling. Ben continued his spin, faced the merc, 
and draped a leg around the guy’s boot. With a grunt, he drove 
his head into the merc’s chest and tripped him to the floor. 

Even as the guy fell, Ben doddered around him. He kicked 
the beefy man in the head until a large gash opened up at his 
temple. ‘‘Lesson number two, asshole. You don’t corner Ma- 
rines without getting bitten.’’ Ben sat beside the merc, then 
fumbled through the guy’s pockets for keys to the manacles. 
He found them and with trembling hands removed his bonds. 
He scooped up the merc’s cheap pistol without an ID lock and 
muttered an ‘‘all right.’’ Then he tore off down the hall, re- 
tracing his steps to the hangar bay. 


Dravis dragged his tired frame out of the office and in the 
direction of the shot he had heard. 

If that errant fool decided to kill St. John in the hallway, - 
then I'll kill him myself. 

He came upon the fallen and bleeding Material Defender, 
whose eyelids fluttered open. ‘“What are you doing? Get up! 
Go get him.’’ 

The merc rose sluggishly and touched the blood on his head. 
He gripped the wall, and his knees buckled. 

*‘What are you waiting for?’’ Dravis cried. 

Still dazed, the merc started off. 
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And Dravis already envisioned the man’s death. ‘“We’ll dis- 
cuss this incident later.’’ 


Ben slipped up behind Chief Graham Anderson as the bean- 
pole of a man stood in the merc’s Pyro. Anderson stared at a 
- strange, furry-looking pod, visible past an open maintenance 
panel set into the hold’s floor. ‘‘Nice toy, Chief.’’ Ben pressed 
the gun to Anderson’s back. ‘‘No sudden movements, blah, 
blah, blah. Let’s go the pit and set me up to fly.’’ 

*“‘Can’t do it,’’ Anderson said shakily. ‘‘I’ve already tried 
to gain access. The dude’s got it password- and override- 
protected. Dravis has set-him up with maximum security.’’ 

**You got three other birds out there. Your life depends on 
me flying one.’’ Ben picked up his helmet and tucked it under 
his arm. 

**C’mon, Ben. We’ve worked together before. I won’t dick 
you around. Just don’t shoot.’’ Anderson hurried down the 
Pyro’s loading ramp and across the hangar to a row of work- 
tables that supported the autoprep systems control board. He 
lowered the center Pyro while simultaneously activating pre- 
flight procedures. 

The rest would follow thus: Ben would climb into the cock- 
pit; mooring clamps would attach themselves to the Pyro and 
Carry it to the airlock. Problem was, Anderson could stop that 
procedure at any time. Ben could aim the Pyro’s weapons at 
the chief until the last possible second, but he still might be- 
come trapped in the airlock. ‘‘Chief? You need to trust me 
right now. Just let me go. You know it’s the right thing to 
do.”’ 

The chief kept his gaze on his instruments. ‘‘So you realize 
I can seal you in the lock, huh?’’ 

Ben lowered his pistol. ‘‘It’s up to you, man. We either let 
Dravis screw up the entire system, or we take a stand.’’ 

Anderson looked up. ‘‘What happened to you? You’ve gone 
all noble.’’ | 

““No, just sober. A lot of people have died. Remember Judy 
Tolmar?”’ 

“‘Heard about her. There was something about that woman. 
I don’t know. She touched me in a way. It’s just... weird.’’. 

“*Do this for her. Hell, do it for yourself. The old man offed 
Suzuki, and we’re the only ones standing in his way.’’ 
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Anderson’s eyes glassed up. He bit his lip, looked around, 
nervously beat a fist into a palm. ‘‘Uh, well, I don’t... aw, 
shuddup and get in.”’ 

Ben tossed him the pistol. ‘‘Our merc buddy is probably on 
his way down.”’ 

After rolling a cockpit ladder up to the Pyro, Ben took the 
Stairs two at a time. Once in the pit, he fastened his helmet, 
buckled in, clipped the power and O, lines to his suit, then 
lowered the canopy as the autoprep system retracted and the 
giant mooring clamps caught the jet with a solid clack. 

Though his eyes still reflected his worry, Anderson flashed 
Ben a thumbs-up as the clamps lifted the plane, then carried 
it vertically toward the inner airlock hatch at the far rear of 
the hangar. 

*“‘Comm check,’’ Anderson said, settling on a headset. 

*“Copy you, roger.”’ 

**Qpening inner door.”’ 

Ben studied the aft-cam monitor. The hatch hissed and slid 
aside. Rotating red lights and a Klaxon warned of a launch in 
progress. After a few seconds, the jet came to a jarring halt, 
the inner hatch sealed, and the outer hatch split into four 
squares that rolled aside. ‘‘I’m slotted,’’ Ben reported. “‘And 
I know the drill from here.”’ 

A field of stars dappled by dark, tumbling asteroids showed 
on the belly-cam monitor. 

**Just hold it right there,’’ Anderson said. 

‘“‘What’s up?’’ Ben asked. 

The mercenary’s voice came through Anderson’s mike: 
““You keep pointing that pistol at me, you’re gonna eat it.”’ 

‘‘Don’t move,’’ Anderson ordered. ‘‘I said don’t move. 
What’re you—’’ 

The pistol went off. 

*‘Anderson!’’ Ben called. “‘‘Anderson!’’ He checked his 
panels and saw that mooring release had been switched over 
to his control. He punched the flashing button, and the clamps 
snapped back, releasing the Pyro. 

Maneuvering jets fired, driving him down, out of the air- 
lock. He called for Anderson again. And again. 

‘Unidentified Pyro-GX, this is Valhalla Control. You have 
not been authorized for launch. Return to docking station im- 
mediately.”’ 
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Ben switched off incoming communications, eased on the 
thrusters, then applied pressure to the stiff yet highly respon- 
sive control stick. He climbed steeply away from the massive 
asteroid in which Valhalla Tower had been constructed. Once 
he cleared the asteroid field, he would be ready for the jump 
back to Sirius to warn Harper. He hoped to find the platform 
empty, as he had told Dravis. But he had no idea where Harper 
would take her people. 

A tiny flash birthed on the aft-cam monitor. He switched 
the computer to voice mode. ‘‘Identify ship in perimeter.’’ 

‘‘Two ships in perimeter. One is Pyro-GX attack plane. 
Cannot identify other ship. Warning. Pyro-GX has missile 
lock. Firing. Missiles inbound.”’ 

*‘Launch countermeasures. Engage cloak on two-minute 
timer,’’ Ben ordered, then hit the afterburners and took the jet 
in an eighty-degree climb while slaloming between asteroids. 

‘‘Countermeasures away,’’ the computer said. ‘“Cloak en- 
gaged on two-minute timer. Warning. Missiles evading counter- 
measures and still inbound. Warning. Severe mass displacement 
occurring within standard ten-kilometer operational perimeter.’’ 

“On the HUD,”’’ Ben said tersely. 

The three-dimensional image of the asteroids slid across the 
display. Hundreds of rolling, ice-slick rocks got washed up in 
an invisible and familiar breaker that would soon roll across 
Ben’s wake and catch up with him. ‘“‘ETA on disturbance?”’ 

‘*Five seconds at present velocity. Inbound missiles shifting 
course. Pyro-GX caught in disturbance.”’ 

**T don’t know who you are,”’ Ben said, gazing up through 
his canopy, ‘‘but that’s twice I owe you.’’ 

**‘Impact in two, one. Impact.”’ 

Ben released his war cry as he fought against the distur- 
bance’s radically shifting currents. The new Pyro took the 
beating without the groaning prevalent in the Starhawk. Her 
fuselage withstood the driving force without breaking into a 
flat spin or barrel roll. But fragments from colliding asteroids 
shot through the thruster wash and trounced the aft shields. 

**Have visual on unidentified craft,’’ the computer said, then 
displayed the image on the HUD: a monochromatic right cir- 
cular cone flitted through asteroids and zeroed in on the Pyro- 
GX. 
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Meanwhile, a green aura suddenly enveloped the merc’s 
Pyro, and in a blink it appeared behind the cone and opened 
fire with an Omega cannon. 

The cone darted away from the jagged beam; then, without 
a glow or similar flourish, it jumped behind the Pyro. 

‘Reading tractor beam from unidentified craft,’’ the com- 
puter reported. ‘‘Pyro-GX engaging tractor beam.”’ 

Intent on the dogfight, Ben barely realized that he had 
cleared the disturbance and now flew through calm space. Ac- 
cording to the nav computer, he would be outside the asteroid 
field in ninety seconds. He let the autopilot dodge the dozens 
of asteroids while he fired up the warpcore and initiated the 
jump presequence. *‘Computer. Calculate jump for Sirius sys- 
tem. Use self-generated coordinates and ignore all incoming 
transmissions from Valhalla Tower.”’ 

‘*Affirmative. Calculation in progress.”’ 

Sure, using Valhalla’s computers to calculate the jump 
would be far more accurate and efficient—but docking con- 
trollers tended to deny access to escaped criminals. As Ben 
waited for the computer’s numbers, he focused on the aft mon- 
itor, where the Pyro and the cone now wriggled like two flam- 
ing specks joined by a lightning bolt of interlaced tractor 
beams. Each ship pulled five, six, perhaps seven Gs. A few 
seconds more, and Ben suspected that the merc would suffer 
G-LOC and sleep that ugly little sleep. On the other hand, the 
drones who probably piloted the cone had few problems with 
G forces. Now there was an advantage that Taurus had for- 
gotten to mention. 

‘*Coordinates established. Do you wish to initiate jump?’’ — 

‘*Affirmative. Brake to hov and initiate jump,’’ Ben said, 
his tone bouncing with exhilaration. 

The holographic representation of the Sirius system flicked 
on the HUD. The image swept toward the binary suns and 
found Moxy-Helgan, the noble-looking giant whose chest bore 
a blue-striped coat-of-arms. A data line glowed beneath the 
planet: 

Subspace jump target: Sirius system, Moxy-Helgan 5-883, 
883-11. 

Unlike earlier Pyros, this one’s warpcore purred content- 
edly, and its jump sphere allowed him a distinguishable view 
of the stars. White bolts occasionally flashed through the en- 
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ergy orb, but they hardly distracted him. PTMC’s new warp- 
core prototype had come out of the testing stage and into full 
production. It represented one of the company’s many mira- 
cles. If only PTMC were headed by a man instead of a maniac. 

Ben threw his hands behind his head and settled back for 
the ride. Two minutes into his relaxation, he reminded himself 
that if Harper, Megan, and the others had abandoned the plat- 
form, he might be on the run for a long time before he found 
them. And he had everything but time. 
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One Escape Deserves Another 


“Target system: Sirius,’’ Ben’s nav computer 
said. ‘“Coordinates marked and established. Mar- 
gin of error: point-zero-zero-one.”’ 
Ben straightened and quickly assessed his 
surroundings. Moxy-Helgan’s twin dark spots 
spread across a row of verdant bands. He spotted a shiny dot— 
the research platform—then checked the onboard clock. Nine 
minutes had passed since his escape from Valhalla Tower. He 
estimated that Dravis’s steel-jawed merc would be right behind . 
him—if the guy had managed to elude the mech ship. Even 
if Mr. Steel Face didn’t show, Dravis had probably ordered 
other mercenaries to Sirius with orders to destroy the mobile 
research platform. 

‘‘Computer. Engage cloak on unlimited timer. Warn of 
power drain,’’ Ben said. 

**Cloak engaged.’’ 

“Initiate long-range scan for life forms aboard station.”’ 

**Scanning. No life forms detected.”’ 

Ben slumped. ‘“Well, they got out. And I doubt they left 
me a map of where to find them.”’ 

‘ ‘Receiving high-band encrypted transmission from research 
platform,’’ the computer reported. 

“Identify transmission.”’ 

“‘Code not recognized. Cannot Spars Warning. Detect 
jump spheres in standard ten-kilometer operational perimeter. 
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Count six spheres. Five craft identified as Pyro-GX, sixth as 
FY39 Interceptor, standard-issue Marine Corps fighter. All 
ships initiating long-range scans.”’ 

**Show me,’’ Ben said, and the computer displayed the in- 
coming fighters on the HUD: six tiny jets outlined in red and 
closing in on Ben’s Pyro. ‘‘Shit. Stall thrusters. Initiate emer- 
gency cooling procedures to blanket heat emissions.’’ 

‘*Thrusters off-line. Cooling systems enabled.”’ 

_ The Pyro now glided by inertia toward the research plat- 
form. Velocity decreased, and thruster-cone temperature fell 
rapidly. 

**Seventh sphere detected. Diameter: four hundred meters.”’ 

Ben tossed a look down at the aft cam monitor. ‘“What do 
we got now? A damned CED frigate?’’ 

*‘Jump completed. Four objects moving from zone. Seeking 
ID. Search finished. Objects are mining drones, class: un- 
known. Armament: unknown. Switching aft cam signal to 
HUD.”’ 

The drones arose in the corner of his display. They didn’t 
look familiar—and he had seen and destroyed a hell of a lot 
of mechs. Boxy swingarms, narrow torsos, and pairs of tung- 
sten triclaws afforded them the requisite threatening appear- 
ance. Elongated heads swept back over their shoulders, and 
round, gray eyes sat in the middle of curving faces that lacked 
noses and mouths. Spikes mounted on the sides of their heads 
curved forward like tusks, and chestnut-brown armor splat- 
tered with the occasional camouflage pattern of black and 
lighter brown made them appear like desert warriors misplaced 
in the vacuum. Ben figured them for hybrids of the Diamond 
Claw, and he bet that their weapons had been improved. The 
old claws fired retaliatory rounds of Plasma; if you didn’t fire 
at them, they wouldn’t fire at you. Either way, they still tried 
to get intimate with their massive, diamond-plated claws. Ben 
decided that he would save his lesson in hybrid mech weap- 
onry for another day. 

‘‘Computer. Cease all scans. Go to full stealth mode. Report 

On enemy contacts.’’ 

**Contacts will overtake us in five seconds.”’ 

**Any indication that they detect us?’’ 

**Speculating. None yet. High-band encrypted transmission 
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from platform now being broadcast on multiple channels. Still 
unable to identify.’’ 

‘*Display code,’’ Ben ordered, then checked the comm com- 
puter’s monitor. Strings of numbers scrolled downward, and 
Ben immediately recognized the sets of triple zeroes that 
stitched their way through seemingly endless rows of numer- 
als. The signal had been encrypted using an infamous Marine 
Corps program that Ben had memorized during academy train- 
ing. The three zeroes represented the Corps’s three great losses 
in the past century: the battle at Numblefee, the jacker incur- 
sion at Waystation 450, and the signing of the CED-PTMC 
treaty that helped turn the military into a understaffed, under- 
appreciated, corrupt police force. ‘“Computer. Use CED alpha 
decrypt five Y. Download code from hypersignal satellite link 
if necessary.”’ 

*‘Decrypt code not in database. Establishing satellite link. 
Warning: Comm signal may be detected by enemy contacts.’’ 

Even as the computer mentioned them, the mercenaries 
passed below Ben’s Pyro, rocketing in a ragged wedge for- 
mation toward the station. The mechs fell in behind the jets, 
soaring with impressive speed despite their single-line thrust- 
ers. 

Then one drone suddenly broke into a long arc that put it 
on an intercept course with Ben. 

‘“Computer. Got that code?’’ 

‘‘Four seconds left on download. Three, two, one. Down- 
load complete. Decrypt in progress. Transmission is audio 
only. Patching through now.”’ 

Ben winced as a burst of static passed through his headset, 
followed quickly by a familiar voice in midsentence: 

**.. . because she says everybody will be safe and she trusts 
him. We were monitoring satellite images from Valhalla and 
picked up the disturbance. So, Little Bird, guess who got to 
stay behind and wait for you? If you receive this recording, 
get the hell out of there and pick me up near Heat Dome Five 
on Rainer-Ybor. [ll be in sleep mode, sitting on the apex, 
waiting for a ship to trigger my systems.”’ 

‘Engage thruster on direct fuel-cell line,’’ Ben ordered the 
computer as he gaped at the approaching Diamond Claw hy- 
brid. The thing hoisted its ponderous arms and flexed pincers 
that would do a swift and efficient job of tearing up the hull. 
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““Mech has locked on to our comm signal,’’ the computer 
said. ‘‘It’s now reading our heat emissions.’’ 

**And it’s going to eat our thrust,’’ Ben said, then drove the 
stick hard to port, punched afterburners, and blew over the 
mech while turning on a wing toward the hot, barren world 
of Rainer-Ybor, a steadily burning dot above Sirius’s two suns. 

*“Mech is in our wash and accelerating.”’ 

““What?’’ 

As the computer repeated its report, Ben stared incredu- 
lously at the aft monitor. The mech held its swingarms tight 
at its sides and tipped up its long seed of a head, streamlining 
itself so that it effortlessly pierced Ben’s wash and held a 
remarkably steady course. 

Ben nearly dove for the secondary weapons selector. He 
tapped the key for Smart bomb, thumbed off one of the golden 
orbs— 

But the mech swerved out of the bomb’s path and increased 
speed, narrowing the gap to two meters. Ben released a second 
Smart bomb. The mech rolled onto its side as the bomb grazed 
it but failed to detonate. 

-“‘Disengage cloak,’’ Ben ordered. ‘‘Direct all energy to pro- 
pulsion. Add maneuvering thrusters.’’ 

The small jets located on the Pyro’s wings pivoted to face 
the stern and ignited. Though they would only provide a min- 
imal burst, it might be enough. The HUD confirmed that he 
gained three meters on the mech. But the HUD also showed 
the other five mechs breaking away from the fighters. Then 
one of the jets, the Interceptor, pulled up and away from the 
others to join the mechs. 

Fuel cell: 59 percent and falling fast. 

I underestimated the cloak’s fuel consumption, damn it. 

“Enemy pilot has missile lock,’’ the computer announced. 
“‘Launching.”’ 

**Chaff!’’ 

The cloud of superheated metal strips burst from an aft com- 
partment, swept over the mech in pursuit, then hung and 
Slowly expanded to lure the missile. 

Ahead, Rainer-Ybor grew into a pine-colored orb shrouded 
by dense clouds with wood-grained patterns. ‘“Computer. Plot 
insertion. Target: Heat Dome Five.”’ 

“*Plotting. Path established. Target identified.’’ 
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“*Lock in course. Engage autopilot. Weapons remain at my 
command.”’ 

**Autopilot engaged.”’ 

An opaque image of the Pyro appeared on the nav com- 
puter’s monitor. A yellow line extended from the ship’s bow 
and curved around the planet to mark the glide path. 

‘‘Enemy missile destroyed by countermeasures,’’ the com- 
puter said as the aft camera picked up the white-hot explosion. 

Something smashed against the stern and threw Ben for- 
ward. He checked his screens, saw nothing, then looked back 
as a rapid drumming and a screeching of metal on metal re- 
sounded through the cockpit. 

‘Cloaked mech has attached itself to portside thruster. Sug- 
gest static intervention through force shield.”’ 

**Suggest what?’’ Ben cried over the booming. 

‘*Static intervention may repel enemy contact.’’ 

**All right. Whatever it is, just do it!’’ 

After emitting a dozen quick tones, the computer released 
a steady, low-pitched note suddenly drowned out by a crack- 
ling sound that began at the bow and wiped quickly toward 
the stern. The mech’s pounding ceased, and Ben stole a look 
back through the canopy. 

With its cloak flickering, the mech tumbled away into the 
thruster wash. | 

But its five comrades held course, flying in a loose box 
formation about fifty meters away. The FY39 Interceptor 
soared below them, and a flash erupted from one of the jet’s 
overwing stations. 

‘*Missile inbound,’’ the computer said. 

‘*ETA to planet’s upper atmosphere?’’ 

**“Nine seconds.’’ 

*‘ETA of missile?’’ 

**Seven seconds.’’ 

**Chaff!’ b) 

‘‘Countermeasures away. Suggest you abandon insertion to 
evade missile.”’ 

**‘Negative. Maintain course.”’ 

*‘Missile has reached countermeasure. Evading. Still on 


“*Divert all shield power to aft!’’ 
**__two, one...”’ 
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Ben gripped his shoulder straps as the rocket detonated in 
a wave of flak-filled fire that broke over the canopy. The initial 
explosion belted the Pyro forward, while a series of secondary 
blasts threatened to send it tumbling off the glide path to cer- 
tain burn-up. As the computer fought to maintain course, co- 
ordinates shifted rapidly across the HUD. Ben tried to steady 
his jittering head to no avail, and just when he thought the 
Pyro would break apart, a hollow swish and sudden clunk 
signaled that they had broken into the planet’s upper atmo- 
sphere. The thrusters roared now, and the missile’s residual 
blasts fell away. 

Though thin at first, the planet’s clouds soon enveloped the 
jet and tossed it with a force that rivaled the missile’s. A data 
bar displayed the atmosphere’s composition: sulfuric acid 
droplets and microscopic sulfur crystals. Not human-friendly, 
to be sure. In fact, the place scored only a three on the hab- 
itability index. 

With a mounting sense of dread, Ben scanned his instru- 
ments: 

Aft shield power: 5 percent. 

Energy-to-shield conversion in progress. 

Fuel cell: 39 percent. 

**Mechs unable to insert and breaking off,’’ the computer 
said. 

‘Finally, some good news.”’ 

*‘Interceptor still i in pursuit, following our glide waits sk 

**Spoke too soon.’’ Ben clicked off a pair of Smart bombs, 
waited a half dozen heartbeats, then released another pair. 
Rainer-Ybor’s clouds would make it impossible for the mer- 
cenary to see the bombs, but his Forward Looking Infrared 
Radar might detect them despite their antiradar systems. 

A cone of flames began whipping over the forward canopy. 
Though the computer had redistributed shield strength and had 
already initiated recharging, Ben wondered if he had enough 
shield power to ward off the friction accompanied by insertion. 
The planet’s heat imbalance had turned it into a sweltering 
wasteland, and its surface temperature climbed to as high as 
550 degrees Kelvin in the southern hemisphere. Insertion tem- 
peratures probably doubled that. 

Resigned to the moment, Ben glanced at the radar report 
and saw that the first two Smart bombs had drifted out of the 
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Interceptor’s path. But the guy flew straight toward the second 
pair, came within twelve meters, then suddenly dove to 
evade— 
Exactly what Ben wanted him to do. Now out of the glide 
path, the merc’s insertion angle put him in the burn-up zone. 
‘‘ETA to Heat Dome Five: thirty seconds,’’ the computer 


*‘Good. Scan for guide bot on dome’s apex.’’ 

**Scanning. Drone detected. Incoming high-band encrypted 
transmission.”’ 

“Decrypt and patch through.” 

Sierra Taurus’s husky voice boomed. “‘Can you give me a 
few more minutes, Little Bird? I’m working on my tan.’ 

*‘Thought you burn easily.”’ 

**‘Warning. Interceptor has adjusted course and returned to 
glide path,’’ the computer said. ‘‘Heat damage sustained. 
Weapons systems nominal. Lock established. Launching.”’ 

The friction fires thinned out and finally vanished as the jet 
plunged into the planet’s troposphere. Ben switched off the . 
autopilot and dropped into a ninety-degree dive, holding that 
descent until the clouds gave way to Rainer-Ybor’s scorched, 
cracked terrain. He pulled up hard, his altitude display reading 
five thousand meters. 

*‘Missile inbound and correcting course.’ 

Gritting his teeth, Ben killed thrust and ane up the Pyro’s 
nose in an old-fashioned maneuver called a cobra, which al- 
lowed pilots to fast-break atmospheric jets. 

Traveling too fast to adjust its course, the missile shot be- 
low, then slowly arced up to establish another lock. 

Ben lowered the Pyro’s nose, bringing the missile into his 
sights. Level-six laser fire spewed from his cannons, triggered 
the bomb’s warhead, then knifed through a bulbous nose of 
fire. Not wasting another second, Ben hammered on the thrust 
and went ballistic, watching as the Interceptor deviated to fol- 
low. 

**That’s right,’’ Ben whispered to the merc. ‘‘Come and get 
me.’’ He rolled over, took the Pyro in a corkscrewing dive 
toward the Interceptor, then switched primary weapons to 
Plasma cannon. He unleashed a healthy stream of Plasma 
while liberating a pair of Mercury missiles. The hellish bom- 
bardment struck the mercenary head-on before he got off a 
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single shot. Plasma weakened the jet’s forward shields, and 
the missiles finished the job by blowing off the ship’s bow, 
leaving frayed electronics, a cracked firewall, and a scorched 
fuselage in its wake. The remaining hulk smoked and plum- 
meted. 

‘Sloppy. But effective,’’ the guide bot said. 

Ben snorted. ‘‘I didn’t ask for your eval.”’ 

‘*Like I care. And hey, Little Bird? That guy’s friends are 

making insertion.’’ 
— **No kidding. Got ’em on my HUD.’’ 

After sweeping through the Interceptor’s smoke trail, Ben 
resumed course for the domes. He roared over a stretch of 
rocky slopes and descended into a valley where six massive 
domes had been constructed. Arranged in a circle and covered 
by white, heat-resistant tiles, the domes measured nearly two 
kilometers in diameter and rose to nearly two thousand meters 
at their summits. A square targeting reticle on Ben’s HUD 
shifted over the fifth dome, froze, flashed red, then zoomed in 
on the guide bot, hovering above a miniature metropolis of 
antennae and dishes. 

‘‘Target locked,”’ the computer said. ‘‘Ramp system acti- 
vated.”’ 

Following the glide path, Ben steered the Pyro toward Heat 
Dome Five on his starboard side. He braked to hover about 
twenty meters over the structure, then glanced to the belly cam 


- monitor. 


The guide bot purred and zipped up toward the jet; then, 
with a sudden burst of thrust, it shot into the hold. ‘Suggest 
you make a high-atmosphere jump. I got a range on our merc 
pals, but I don’t want to depress you.”’ 

‘*Hear that,’’ Ben answered, then sealed the hold and throt- 
tled up. As the domes blurred away behind them, Ben looked 
to the HUD, where five blips appeared inside a transparent 
sphere that represented Ben’s standard ten-kilometer Area of 
Operations. 

Acting on a sudden hunch, Ben said, ‘“‘Computer. Report 
safe altitude for atmospheric jump.”’ 

*‘Atmospheric jump not possible due to chemical compo- 
en Jumping within atmosphere may cause total warpcore 
ure.’’ 

“*Hey, uh, Sierra? Got any ideas?’’ 
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“‘Let’s get the hell out of here,’’ the bot said, floating just 
behind Ben. “‘Call me a common-sense kind of guy.”’ 

With that, Ben toggled on the afterburners, lit the maneu- 
verers for a little help, then folded in the upper wings to de- 
crease drag. Visibility: zero. 

But the HUD provided fine entertainment, showing the five 
Pyros climbing to Ben’s six o’clock. 

‘Contacts closing to within secondary weapons range,”’ the 
computer said. 

“Isn’t this the new GX Two, Little Bird? How come we 
can’t outrun them?’’ 

*‘The damned fuel cell’s getting too low. The computer’s 
automatically rationing power. If I override and the cell gets 
too low, the warpcore won’t activate.”’ 

‘*And if we continue limping along, the mercs will take us 
out. We’ll die, but we’ll conserve power doing it.”’ 

‘*All five contacts have ‘missile lock,’’ the computer said. 
**Missiles in the air.”’ 

‘‘Hey, Ben. The computer says we’ll break atmosphere in 
eleven seconds. Of course, the bombs will be here in nine.”’ 

‘‘Computer. Initiate Emergency jump presequence,’’ Ben 
said curtly. “‘Five-second countdown to jump coordinates.”’ 

**You heard what the computer—”’ 

‘*Yeah, I did. But we’re jumping anyway. I assume you 
know where Harper and Megan are. Transfer coordinates to 
the nav computer.”’ 

‘*Transferring. And you won’t believe our jump target.”’ 

‘‘Coordinates received,’’ the computer confirmed. ‘‘Jump 
sequence activated. Warning. Trace elements detected in jump 
sphere. Attempting to purge.” 

A swirling yellow gas swam across the energy bubble while 
a thrumming sound erupted from the instrument panels. The 
Pyro shimmied, the gas grew more dense, and the guide bot 
swore. 

Ben riveted his gaze on the warpcore status panel. ““Come 
on, baby. Come on...”’ 
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Suspects or Saviorse 


Dravis sat aboard his executive transport and 
lifted a cup of hot peach tea. He breathed in 
the aroma, took a sip, and grimaced. Although 
he had sent PTMC’s food service two memos 
regarding the tea served aboard his transport, 
the manager had yet to acquire better leaves. Resigned to his 
bitter drink and the composing of a third memo, Dravis leaned 
back and stared out a porthole. In a few moments, the pilots 
would engage the warpcore and make the jump back to Shiva 
Station. Despite his exhaustion, he guessed that he would get 
little sleep before the press conference and ‘‘parade’’ in just 
six and a half hours. 

The trip out to Valhalla had been a colossal waste of time. 
True, he had confronted Benjamin St. John and had learned 
Harper’s location, but that steel-jawed dolt had let St. John 
escape and had disappeared when that mech ship had engaged 
him. Even worse, his loss came on the heels of Chief Graham 
Anderson’s death. The chief’s services would be sorely 
missed, but Anderson had betrayed him. Dravis needed people 
of uncompromising loyalty. Ms. Green and St. John’s ex-wife 
Elizabeth represented such people. The cerebral interface saw 
to that, and Dravis predicted that his associate Mr. Handy 

would be quite busy in the coming months. 

After forcing down another sip of tea, Dravis set the cup 
on his saucer and withdrew his vidphone from a breast pocket. 
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He dialed up Ms. Green, who had volunteered to forgo sleep 
and monitor progress from his office. She had already done a 
fine job of relaying updates on Jones’s progress with the 
mechs and had accessed the satellite and probe links in an 
attempt to locate the steel-jawed defender. Moreover, she had 
reported the good news that the virus would soon be delivered 
to the CED’s carrier group stationed near Shiva. The military 
ships would be rendered helpless, leaving Dravis’s drones free 
to finish destroying major defense installations on Earth. 

‘‘Good morning,’’ Dravis said wearily as Ms. Green’s face 
appeared on the phone’s small display. 

**Are you all right?’ _ 

He nodded. ‘‘Any word from my favorite Material De- 
fender?’’ 

‘Nothing yet.’’ 

‘That fool is in possession of PTMC property. I want him 
apprehended on sight.”’ 

“Tl relay that order.’’ She glanced down at her slate. 
‘*‘Good news. I’ve just received word from Operative Five- 
Seven. He’s been with Harper’s group from the start, but he 
couldn’t risk contacting us until now. He attached a copy of 
Dr. Warren’s C-DYL patch, though he admits that the copy is 
incomplete.”’ 

“‘We need to get that immediately to—’’ 

‘*Dr. Jones already has it,’’ she said proudly. ‘‘He predicts 
no problems with introducing a subroutine that will attack the 
patch or any patches similar to it. He assures us that you will 
maintain complete control over the virus. The techs have just 
finished installing the fail-safe systems here.’’ 

‘Excellent. Have you heard from my Material Defenders 
and drones in Sirius?’’ 

“‘They’ve finished destroying Harper’s research platform. 
We lost one merc, but the others are en route here. They at- 
tempted to trace St. John’s jump out of the system, but at- 
mospheric conditions interfered with the systems tap. 
Binghamton reported seeing an unusual jump sphere. He 
thinks St. John may have died. Rainer-Ybor does not sup- 
port—’ > 

“I know, I know. Better to assume the worst. He’s alive 
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and on his way to meet Harper. Did Operative Five-Seven 
supply the rebels’ new location?’’ 

*“Not exactly. When Harper ordered the research platform 
abandoned, she scattered most of her techs. Some went to the 
Limefrost Spiral system, others to Brimspark, Quartzon, and 
Puuma Sphere. She took Bartonovich, Swietzer, Warren, and 
several others aboard the Beagle and would not reveal their 
destination.”’ 

‘“*He’s done a slapdash job. We’ll be sure to dock him for 
this failure.’’ 

**Absolutely, sir.’ 

Dravis rubbed the corners of his eyes and sighed. ‘‘Well, 
despite our readiness, I would much rather put an end to Har- 
per’s little resistance before our festivities begin. Why don’t 
you contact your rebel friend? Tell him to relay a message to 
Harper that your life is in danger and that you must leave 
Shiva immediately. Tell him that Mr. Dravis knows that 
you’ve been leaking information to the rebels. Tell him you’re 
scared. Tell him that you must see Harper. Can you do that, 
Ms. Green?’’ 

*‘T will, sir. But to be honest, I am scared. Does this mean 
I'll have to leave Shiva?’’ 

“It might. But don’t fret, my dear. You’ ll be well protected. 
Go now. Make that call.”’ 

She smiled weakly. ‘‘Yes, sir. See you soon. I hope.’’ 

**That you will. Dravis out.’’ He quickly dialed another 
number and waited. 

Finally, a woman’s voice came through, but the picture re- 
mained black. ‘‘Mr. Dravis?’’ 

**Sorry to call at this ungodly hour, but I’m too anxious.”’ 

**T was going to call in the morning. The insemination went 
fine. And no, she doesn’t suspect a thing. She should arrive 
back from Novak in a day or so.”’ 

**You’re a miracle worker, Elizabeth. But I’m sure you’ve 
been called that before.”’ 

“It’s still nice to hear.’’ 

*‘Good night, then. And thank you.”’ 

**No, thank you. I’ve never known such peace. You’d think 
I was using sodo or something.”’ 
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‘It’s up to us to find life’s contentments—but sometimes 
we can use a little help. Dravis out.”’ 


The yellow gas cleared from Ben’s jump sphere, making 
way for a wavering field of stars. With a brilliant flash, the 
sphere itself disappeared, and the Pyro jolted a second as the 
warpcore clicked off-line and hummed into a power-down. 

**Target system: Sol. Planet: Earth,’’ the computer said. 

Ben’s mouth fell open. ‘‘Earth?’’ 

‘‘That’s right, Little Bird,’’ the guide bot said. ‘‘At our four 
o’clock. She looks so beautiful from up here. Couldn’t get me 
to live on her, though. Too expensive.’ 

The planet glowed with more than a dozen shades of blue 
beneath frayed scarves of clouds. Europe peeked out from be- 
hind a particularly long frontal system, and a swirling tropical 
storm brewed beside Africa’s shoulder. Shiva Station hung in 
orbit above the continent, its distant lights beckoning weary 
and unsuspecting travelers. Ben groaned. The guide bot had 
dumped them back into Dravis’s arms. He turned to confront 
the drone— 

But an alarm drove his gaze to the HUD, where a huge 
radar blip appeared within the operational sphere that encom- 
passed his Pyro. Range: point-five-two kilometers. Grid ref- 
erence: three-seven-one by five-three-four, which put it at 
Ben’s seven o’clock. The image converged on the blip and 
flashed the word IDENTIFYING; then the blip expanded into an 
Omega-class CED fleet carrier that rotated to expose its tre- 
mendous girth. Ignoring the data bar next to the carrier, Ben 
hit maneuvering thrusters, bringing the Pyro head-on with the 
battlefortress. ‘‘How much luckier can we get? We’re stuck 
between Shiva and the Expediator—only the CED’s most 
powerful carrier.’ He glowered at the bot. ‘‘So why the 
double-cross? Did Dravis’s people infect you with his virus?’ 

‘*They’re hailing us,’’ the bot said. ‘“Will you respond?’’ 

‘**Right. Computer. Prepare for emergency jump.”’ 

‘‘Forget that, Ben. I’ve denied you access to the warpcore. 
We’re not jumping. We’re landing on the Expediator.”’ 

*‘T surrendered once. I won’t do it again.”’ 

*‘We’re not surrendering.”’ 

‘*All right. No more games. You talk—or I go back to the 
hold, get a sidearm, and waste your silicon butt.”’ 
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‘“‘Harper and the rest are on board. And speaking of butts, 
I suggest you haul ass before Dravis’s mercs spot us.”’ 

“Tf this is a lie, itll be your last.’ 

*‘Why don’t you answer their hail instead of making lame 
threats? You’ ll ‘get your proof.”’ 

He puffed air and opened the comm channel. ‘“CED Ex- 
pediator, this Pyro-GX_five-five-one-three-niner. Request 
clearance for landing, roger.’’ 

The comm screen flicked on, and the Expediator’s flight 
chief wagged several chins in a nod. ‘‘Copy, five-five-one- 
three-niner. Request identification on encrypted channel.’’ 

‘Like that matters. This is Benjamin St. John.”’ 

‘*What color is your mother’s hair? You answer right, you 
got permission to land.”’ 

“‘Megan’s over there, all right,’’ Ben told the guide bot. 
Then he reopened the channel. ‘‘Trick question, Chief. The 
color changes every couple of weeks, and it’s been a while 
since I’ve seen her.’’ 

“*Stand by.’’ The chief averted his gaze and placed a hand 
over his headset’s speaker. ‘‘St. John? You have clearance to 
land in starboard hangar seventeen. Now tell me, young man, 
when was the last time that you made a carrier landing?’’ 

**Can’t lie. It’s been a while.”’ 

The chief took in a long breath. ‘‘And I bet your ego won’t 
let us tractor you in.”’ 

*“You lose. Releasing control to you. Let’s get this show 
on the road.”’ 


Within sixty seconds, the chief had a tractor beam drawing 
them toward the carrier, and with not much to do, Ben studied 
the Expediator’s twelve hundred meters of unadulterated 
power. She partially resembled an antique aircraft carrier in 
her substantial length, her utilitarian gray hull dotted by hun- 
dreds of portholes, and her towering, T-shaped superstructure 
positioned near her stern. A sensor array shaped like the blade 
of a massive jigsaw ran perpendicular to and down the center 
of her forward deck, then it jutted out to form the tip of her 
diamond-shaped bow. Her aft section had been divided into 
two circular decks attached to the twin Ion engines, and a 
small fantail stretched beyond a great underside fin that housed 
the hangar bays. Two squadrons of Starhawks ran permanent 
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escort, and Ben frowned over the absence of her support ves- 
sels; fleet carriers rarely traveled without them. Perhaps they 
lay in wait behind the moon—along with the rest of the CED’s 
Sol fleet. 

They swept into the hangar, and the mooring clamps did 
their usual job of conveying them through the airlocks. Once 
they were inside the hangar, the clamps lowered the ship, and 
a red-suited flight crew of three immediately rolled a ladder 
toward the cockpit. Ben released the canopy, and the guide 
bot burst out over his shoulder, shouting, ““Yes. Yes. Yes. I’m 
home again. I only wish I could smell her.’’ If Ben’s memory 
served, Taurus had spent six months aboard the Expediator, 
and Ben smiled as he considered how the crew would react to 
the old man’s new form. Taurus would probably bump into 
old friends and try to convince them that he really was the 
same Sierra Taurus who had flown with them, never mind his 
blue wings and red sensor eye. 

As Ben descended the ladder, he heard his name rise above 
the racket of autoprep systems working on dozens of other 
fighters and bombers. He spotted Megan threading her way 
through personnel, and he double-timed down the stairs to 
greet her with a long, tight embrace that lured his thoughts 
back to them and their future. The damned quest to stop 
Dravis, a quest that continually tore them apart, didn’t mat- 
ter—at least for the moment. He felt her tremble as he stroked 
the back of her head, and she suddenly sobbed. 

*‘T look that bad, huh?’’ he began softly. ‘‘I know I need a 
shower and a shave, but I didn’t think—’’ 

_“T’m sorry,’’ she said, pulling away. ‘‘My emotions have 
just been... you know, this whole thing, it’s just...’ She 
turned her head and wiped off the tears. 

“*It’s okay. I’m back to drive you nuts. So how did Harper 
pull this off?’’ He eyed the vast hangar. 

*‘Good question. She obviously knows Admiral Yitzach 
very well. The guy owes her for something, and she finally 
called in the favor. Maybe they were lovers. She’s not talk- 
ing. °° 

“Nice to have friends with big ships, and lucky for her that 
Yitzach took over after Admiral Brant was found murdered in 

‘his stateroom. Now there’s a great way to get promoted.”’ He 
draped his arm over her shoulder, then led her toward a hatch. 
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“*I need another one of those long, hot baths.’’ 

She checked her watch. ‘“Better make it a quick shower. 
We have a strategy meeting in fifteen minutes.”’ , 

He froze. ‘“You’re kidding me. Does anyone realize just 
how tired I am? I’ve had my ass kicked, I’m sore and hungry, 
I think I got a loose tooth, and we won’t even talk about my 
migraine. I’m not at anyone’s beck and call.’’ 

*“You want me? Then you’ll always be at mine.’’ She came 
to him and a dug a nail into his chest. ‘‘I want you at that 
meeting. Now let’s move!’’ She started for the door. 


Ben realized that he had exactly thirteen minutes of shower 
time, and he set the alarm on his watchphone before sliding 
into the cramped stall. He threw his head back and let the hot 
spray loosen him up. He felt heavy, so heavy that he sat and 
lowered his head. He remained that way until his watch 
beeped. Swearing, he turned it off and leaned back. The door 
suddenly swung open and Megan stood there, looking con- 
cerned, “‘Katelyn has arranged for us to eat at the meeting.”’ 

4 ‘G ood.’ 9 

**You all right?’’ 

He yawned deeply. ‘‘Forgot to die. Remind me, will you?’’ 

She grabbed his wrist. ‘“‘Come on, nature boy. Hurry up and 
shave. And I got you some fresh clothes. They’re on the cot.”’ 

“‘Navy issue? Swabjockey duds? Marines wouldn’t be 
caught dead in ’em.”’ 

‘They had some fig leaves, but they were all too large.’’ 

He jerked her toward him, and she fell into his lap. 

**C’mon,”’ she cooed. ‘‘You’re getting me wet.’’ 


He didn’t feel like a new man after showering and dressing, 
more like a used hover with a fresh coat of paint. They stepped 
into the command staff’s oval-shaped conference room, and 
Ben took a seat next to Megan. She chatted briefly with Karl 
Swietzer, who said the food would be along shortly. The car- 
rier’s XO, Lisa Gibraltar, a thin-lipped blonde with a shaved 
head, sat across from Ben, along with the carrier’s security 
chief, Shukur Perry, a gaunt black man whose stare seemed 
curious at first, then became downright strange. 

**Problem?’’ Ben asked the guy. 

“*No,’’ Perry answered slowly. ‘‘Not yet.’’ 
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**So, did you kill Suzuki?’’ Gibraltar suddenly asked. 

Ben bolted up, and his chair rolled back and slammed into 
the bulkhead. ‘“Thought you people were helping us.”’ 

‘*Reluctantly,’’ Perry said. 

Megan tugged at his arm. ‘‘Sit down.’’ 

*“You can tell us,’’ Gibraltar went on. ‘‘I thought he de- 
served to die. He was a disgrace to his family.’’ 

‘‘No, he wasn’t,’’ Swietzer interjected. ‘‘He was an hon- 
orable man surrounded by corruption. You want to point fin- 
gers, point them at Dravis.”’ 

Gibraltar nodded. ‘‘So you’ve said. Tell you the truth, I 
don’t really care. Corporate backstabbing has never amused 
me. But when the company’s petty games involve my ship, 
then I pay attention. We don’t want you or your friends here, 
St. John. We got your number.”’ 7 

‘Funny. I don’t want to be here, either. In fact, what am I 
doing here?’’ He bolted for the door— 

Which opened before he reached it. Harper, Bonnie Warren, 
Harold Ames, and Admiral Yitzach filed quickly inside. 

**All right, people. Let’s get started,’’ Harper said. ‘“Ben? 
Where are you going?”’ 

‘‘He was just wondering where you were,’’ Megan an- 
swered, then turned her fire on him. ‘‘Come here.’’ 

Ben dragged himself to his seat, plopped down, then gave 
Gibraltar his blackest look. 

Harper took a seat next to the admiral, and, for a second, 
Ben imagined the two together. It wasn’t easy. The admiral, 
a tall, middle-aged Israeli with a salt-and-pepper crewcut and 
permanent five o’clock shadow, represented a beast to Har- 
per’s beauty. Yitzach could pull it off only if he trimmed some 
of the hair on his earlobes and shaped his wild brows. 

‘As you’re well aware, Admiral Yitzach has, at great risk 
to his career, offered us his assistance,’’ Harper said. 

*‘Why?’’ Ben blurted out, then regarded the admiral. ‘“With 
all due respect, sir, what’s in it for you?’’ 

**There’s no love lost between the CED and Post Terran. 
But the Navy has tied my hands. Now I’ve loosened the bonds. 
You of all people should know that drill. You’ ve never agreed 
with Marine Corps regulations because those regulations were 
written under the company’s influence.”’ 

**So you want to bring down the company, rebuild the mil- 
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itary’s power, and turn Sol back into a police state. No, I don’t 
understand.’”’ 

‘*“You’re reaching. We’ll break up the company, and the UN 
will maintain its power, enforced by us. I thought you were 
pro-military? You’re an ex-Marine.”’ 

*‘'m pro whoever happens to be right. And right now, all 
the lines are blurred.”’ 

*“Ben, are you suggesting that Dravis’s corporate govern- 
ment might be more fair than the UN’s?’’ Harper asked. 

*“Not exactly. I guess I’m just tired of being used. And here 
I am, back in a conference room, listening to all the do- 
gooders who might have longer horns than Dravis’s.”’ 

‘“Well, I’m sorry, Ben, but we don’t have time for your 
crisis of conscience.’’ Bonnie Warren consulted her watch. 
‘We have five hours and fifty-six minutes until Dravis 
launches his attack. We have to—’’ 

The lights switched off. After a second, crimson emergency 
lights glowed near the hatch. Yitzach rose and hurried to a 
vidphone terminal behind him. “‘Bridge. Report!’’ The ter- 
minal would not activate. 

“Til get °em on my VP,’’ Gibraltar said. She lifted her 
vidphone and tapped in a number. ‘‘Koris, report.’’ 

““We have a problem, ma’am,’’ came a young lieutenant’s 
voice. “‘Systems are switching off all over the ship. The life 
support program’s firewall is in place, but everything else— 
including ordnance and propulsion—has gone down. Diag- 
nostics running. Looks like something’s in the system. The 
computer can’t identify it. We also have a small hull breach 
on deck twenty-one.”’ 

““What’s on deck twenty-one?’’ Bonnie asked the XO. 

‘“Mainframes.”’ 

**That clever bastard.’’ Bonnie tossed her head back in de- 
feat. ‘‘It’s the virus. One of Dravis’s cloaked drones must have 
delivered it here. But how did it get past the ship’s shields?’’ 
She turned to Gibraltar. “Commander, contact the rest of your 
group. I'll bet they’re having the same problem.”’ 

Gibraltar stood. ‘Admiral, I suggest we place these indi- 
viduals under arrest.’ 

Yitzach furrowed his brows and crossed to the commander. 
*“On what charge?’’ 

**What charge? Take a look around. I’d call it sabotage.’ 
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‘‘Where’s your proof?’’ 

‘‘They’re wanted criminals who’ve come aboard our ship, 
and now our systems are going down. Coincidence? No way.”’ 

‘‘Well, Commander, your reservations have been duly 
noted. But I’m the—’’ 

‘Eric, ve gone along with this because after five years 
I’ve learned to trust you. But I’m drawing the line. I have to. 
If you let this charade continue, I will relieve you of command. 
Don’t let it come to that.’’ 

‘‘It won’t. We can stop the virus in your systems,’’ Harper 
said. ‘‘Bonnie’s patch is ready.’’ She turned to Gibraltar. 
**You want us to prove our loyalty? Let us upload it.’’ 

**Maybe you have another virus that’ll get past our firewall 
and bring down life support.”’ 

‘*Lady, do I strike you as suicidal?’’ 

The XO waved her finger in Harper’s face. ‘‘I don’t know 
who you are, but Ill tell you this much. You’re not getting 
near our system.’’ 

‘*Sir,’’ Security Chief Perry said, crossing rudely in front 
of Harper, ‘‘I agree with the XO. She might be your friend. 
But now the ship is in danger. You know what you have to 
do.”’ 

‘*That’s right. Katelyn, you and Drs. Harper and Ames will 
proceed to the bridge. Upload the patch.”’ 

Out of the corner of his eye, Ben saw Perry’s hand move 
toward the sidearm holstered at his waist. Ben slipped up be- 
- hind the man, seized his wrist, then snatched pistol. 

Perry whirled to strike— 

But found himself staring down the gun’s barrel. ‘‘Okay, 
people. Discussion is over. Gibraltar? Perry? In the corner. 
We’re placing you under arrest.’’ 

The XO and security chief backed into the corner. Ben re- 
moved Gibraltar’s vidphone, then took a second one from 
Perry. 

‘Mr. St. John, you’re out of line,’’ Yitzach said. 

‘*No, your officers are. And you can’t control them.’’ 

‘*T’ll be the judge of that. Gibraltar? Perry? You will stand 
down.”’ 

Gibraltar shook her head. 

*‘T’m sorry, Admiral,’’ Perry said. | 

**We don’t have time for this,’’ Harper urged. 
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‘Tl send down some help,’’ Yitzach said as the others 
charged out. 
. “Forget it. The Marines are here. The enemy has been neu- 


‘*They’re not the enemy. Like you said, the lines have been 
blurred.’’ Yitzach pursed his lips, gave Gibraltar and Perry a 
final look of disappointment, then left. 

“*They’ll court-martial him for this,’’ Gibraltar said as the 
hatch sealed. 

“‘If he helps take down Dravis, all of this bullshit will be 
swept so deeply under the carpet that you’ll need a mining 
crew to find it.’’ 

*“Maybe. Or maybe he’ll go down in history as the CED’s 
most foolish admiral. You know what? I like him. I don’t want 
that to happen.’’ Gibraltar’s wrist flicked, and a pistol sud- 
denly appeared in her hand. “‘You should have patted me 
down.”’ 

*“My girlfriend was in the room.’”’ 

She smirked. ‘‘So what do we do now? Wait to see who 
has the guts to fire first?’’ She narrowed her gaze, ——— 
as fierce as she was sexy. ““You wouldn’t shoot a woman . 

*“‘Only at close range. I wouldn’t want her to suffer.”’ 

Gibraltar edged toward the hatch, with Perry in tight tow. 
*“You don’t have the guts,’’ she said, then bounded for the 
door. 

A bolt left Ben’s pistol and struck Gibraltar’s left calf. A 
second round caught her in the right ankle. She screamed, 
collapsed in the hatchway, then rolled to unloose a flurry of 
bolts that tore into the table, ceiling, and bulkhead as Ben hit 
the deck and crawled behind the table’s triangular base. 

In the meantime, Perry raced to the door, and Ben got off 
a round that caught him squarely in the ass. He tripped over 
Gibraltar and fell into the hall. 

Ben fished out Gibraltar’s vidphone, pulled up the autodial 
list, then called the bridge. ‘“Yeah, hey, this Ben St. John. Get 
me the admiral.’’. 

After a moment, Yitzach’s somber countenance appeared. 
**“What is it?’’ 

‘Better send down that help.’’ 

Even as he clicked off the phone, the room’s lights snapped 
back on, and a distant hum grew louder as the Ion engines 
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came back on-line. ‘‘Well, there you have it,’’ he called to 
Gibraltar. ‘“Your ship’s got her legs back. Yours will take 
longer.”’ 

She cursed him. . 

Out in the hall, Perry groaned softly, and footfalls echoed 
closer. 

The vidphone rang. Ben answered, and Harper beamed at 
him. ‘‘Patch works, Ben.”’ 

**Obviously. You mind calling back?’’ 

‘*You’re going to the CED’s Strategic Operations Platform 
in Earth orbit. You’ll upload the patch, and from there it will 
automatically spread through the entire defense net via hyper- 
signals that Dravis can’t stop.”’ 

**So you think. Why not upload through the satellite web?’’ 

‘‘Dravis is monitoring every channel. If his surveillance 
people recognize the transmission, they can easily jam us. On 
a positive note, he can’t spread his virus through the web. It 
must be uploaded manually, which decreases contamination 
but allows him to strategically control it. As Bonnie suspected, 
the virus that contaminated this ship was uploaded by a 
cloaked drone on deck twenty-one. It broke through the ship’s 
shields by exploiting a weakness in the flux—kind of like 
slipping between the pickets of a fence. This AI is powerful 
and advanced, and we need to stop it.”’ 

Laser fire tore a gaping hole in the table’s base and narrowly 
missed Ben’s head. “‘Hey, Harper? I gotta go.’’ With that, Ben 
bolted up and leveled his pistol on Gibraltar, who still lay in 
the hatchway. 

She aimed at him— 

Then turned her head. 

‘‘Don’t move, Commander,’’ came a gruff voice from out- 
side. 

A trio of security officers in black uniforms surrounded Gi- 
braltar and Perry. One of them, a tall blond man, spoke into 
his headset. ‘“This is Franklin. Need a med team down here.”’ 

Then a fourth officer, a dark-haired boy who looked fresh 
out of the academy, rushed into the conference room, held his 
pistol with both hands, and shouted, ‘‘Drop it!’’ 

Ben placed the weapon on the table. “‘‘Easy, cowboy.”’ 

With a trembling hand, the boy scooped up Ben’s gun. ‘‘All 
right. Let’s go.”’ 
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“*T’m cool.’’ Ben tipped his chin at the boy’s pistol. ieee 
that weapon, son.’ 

**Shuddup. And move!”’ 

He raised his hands and stepped gingerly toward the door. 
There he confronted the blond officer, who said, ‘‘Hey, scum- 
bag. We’re taking you to bay seventeen. If I had my way, 
we’d be taking you straight to the brig.”’ 
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The Return of Vampire Six 


Dravis stepped into his office and mustered a 
~~ weak smile. Ms. Green, her eyes bloodshot, her 
hair dangling in her face, quickly removed her- 
self from his seat and gestured toward a new 
monitor beside the desk. ‘‘Main access to the 
fail-safe is here. And how do you like the reinforced walls? 
They used quickmet to make the stones.”’ 

The office now resembled a bunker of gray stone. A new 
wall now stood behind his desk where the viewport had been, 
and the meter-tall letters in bold red spelled out PTMC over 
the moon-eclipsing-moon company graphic. While Dravis ap- 
preciated the logo, hanging it over his desk smacked of Na- 
zism. He regarded the oak doors, which still hung where they 
had always been. ‘‘What about the entrance?’’ 

‘‘They’re manufacturing a new door for you. It should be 
installed in a few hours.’’ She shifted quickly to him and 
placed a hand on his cheek. ‘‘I’m glad I got this chance to 
say good-bye.”’ 

‘‘T was wondering why you’re still here. Did you contact 
your rebel friend?”’ 

‘I sent a message, but he hasn’t replied. Oh, yes. One of 
our mercs stationed in Mars orbit reported seeing our steel- 
jawed defender. They tried to pursue but lost him.”’ 

‘“‘Hmmm. What was he doing on Mars? Probably went to 
Lord Spam’s, the degenerate. Have our people continue the 
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search. Now then, has the virus been delivered to the CED’s 
fleet?’’ 

“*It has. But there’s a problem.’’ She spun back to the desk 
and worked the touchpad. 

A real-time holograph of the CED’s Expediator materialized 
above the desk. The image zoomed past the ship to the rest 
of the fleet, lying in wait behind the moon. Two more carriers, 
a dozen destroyers, and perhaps two dozen dreadnoughts and 
support ships hung like predators waiting anxiously to vault 
from the shadows. 

The image sent a bolt through him. ‘“They’re operational?’’ 

‘‘Drones successfully penetrated shields and delivered the 
virus, but something neutralized it. Dr. Jones is working on 
the problem.”’ 

“*T want to speak with him now!”’ 

Ms. Green frantically worked the vidphone as Dravis 
stepped behind her. Jones’s bedraggled face spoiled the screen. 
He wiped sweat from his forehead, scratched at his newly 
grown beard, and answered tiredly, ““Yes, Ms. Green?’’ 

**Jones,’’ Dravis cried, moving into camera view. ‘“Why 
hasn’t the fleet been incapacitated?’’ 

‘‘Because our drones delivered the first version of the virus, 
which wasn’t immune to Warren’s C-DYL patch.”’ 

“‘Why weren’t the drones given the updated virus?’’ 

““Because, sir, in order to meet your demands, I had to send 
them out as is. I assumed that the fleet would not have the 
C-DYL patch, but apparently they do. I’ve already dispatched 
another wave of mechs with the updated virus.”’ 

**Yes, but now the fleet will be ready for them,’’ Dravis 
- said, then pounded the desk. ‘“They’ll have drone sweepers 
scouring their perimeter. And they’ll have time to request re- 
inforcements.’’ ) 

Jones spoke through clenched teeth. “‘I’m sorry, sir, but 
that’s the best I can do.’’ 

“*No, it is not. I want all mechs fully operational within the 
hour, and I want drones carrying the updated virus dispatched 
to the CED’s defense net now.’’ He looked quickly to Ms. 
Green. ‘‘Alert the Press Corps. Tell them our conference will 
go on as planned but that we are engaging in some tests before 
our parade.’” He consulted his watch. ‘‘We will appear in four 
hours, fifty-one minutes.’’ 
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_ Ms. Green frowned. ‘‘Sir, I thought you were going to show 
off your new drones during the press conference. Won’t those 
tests spoil our surprise?”’ 

*‘On the contrary, they will be our surprise.”’ 

She smiled, and her gaze went vacant. ‘‘Of course.’’ She 
withdrew her vidphone and headed for a chair opposite his 
desk. 

Dravis leered at Jones. ‘“The rewards for success are great, 
Doctor. And the penalty for failure? I don’t need to mention 
that. Are we clear?’’ 

Jones tore fingers through his long, thinning hair and nod- 
ded. “‘I’ll have my uploads completed within the hour. Some- 
how.”’ 

‘I know you will. Dravis out.’’ He looked across the room, 
where Ms. Green now spoke haltingly on her vidphone to the 
ever-probing press. 

Yes, she would confirm the conference, but Dravis’s attack 
would commence in just one hour—catching the CED’s fleet 
off guard. They would be busy searching for more drones and 
expecting his attack to come in five hours instead of one. He 
touched a control and brought up images from the station’s 
external cameras: 

All cannon emplacements had been completed, and the mas- 
sive barrels of Plasma weapons jutted from the ends of the 
north and south wings. The east and west wings boasted mis- 
sile launchers armed with everything from standard Concus- 
sion missiles to the Earthshakers. 

About a half a klick away hovered his legion of drones. 
Nearly two thousand more mechs had joined the group of 
S.P.LK.E. prototypes he had initially inspected. Dravis had 
instructed Jones to create a new Boss model to assault Earth- 
based defenses. The new bosses rose nearly ten meters, had 
flat heads, high collars of alloy shielding, and square exhaust 
grills set into their faces. Narrow sensor eyes suggested fash- 
ionable crimson sunglasses and betrayed Jones’s intention to 
create a ‘‘hip-looking’’ mech. Dravis couldn’t care less how 
hip they looked, so long as they served their function. And 
their broad shoulders, thick arms, and diamond-plated claws 
assured him that they would excel in hand-to-hand combat. 
The laser cannons and missile launchers mounted in their 
bulky abdomens promised to ward off most long-range threats. 
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They lacked legs, relying instead on powerful thrusters and 
afterburners to perform vacuum and atmosphere operations. 
Swift, unyielding, and deadly, the boss mechs would serve 
Dravis better than any human. They would be his arm across 
the heavens. 


**You’re loaded and preflighted,’’ Harper told Ben as they 
stood near the Pyro’s cockpit ladder. ‘“Techs have uploaded 
an automap of the CED’s Strategic Ops Platform into your 
nav computer and the guide bot. Once you’re inside, you’ll 
need to upload the patch directly into the mainframe. You'll 
find three minidiscs in your Pyro’s seat pocket. They all con- 
tain the patch. Now for the bad news. The platform is com- 
pletely automated. The admiral couldn’t convince the Joint 
Chiefs to turn off its defenses. They argue that doing so will 
leave Earth vulnerable to Dravis’s new force.”’ 

*“Of course,’’ Ben said with a twisted grin. ‘“But if I don’t 
deliver the patch, their platform will fall under Dravis’s con- 
trol. You’re telling me Yitzach couldn’t get them to turn off 
defenses for just thirty seconds?’’ 

“I’m sorry. But you will have help. The admiral is sending 
along two dozen Starhawks to keep the platform’s defenses 
busy while you get in.”’ 

**Listen, I’ve seen that platform. Okay, it’s only half the 
size of Shiva, but it packs as much firepower as the Sol fleet. 
And don’t get me started on its internal defenses.”’ 

‘“Ben, you’re supposed to act cocky and assure me how 
easy this will be.’’ 

“*Tt will be easy,’’ the guide bot said, suddenly whirring 
overhead. ‘‘I’m coming along, remember?’ 

Ben craned his head and smirked. ‘“What do you care about 
dying? You get shot up, they just upload you into another 
drone.”’ 

‘‘Hey, Little Bird. My memory could get fragged. That hap- 
pens, I’m as dead as it gets.”’ 

_ **Taurus’s brain data is still out there,’’ Ben said as the bot 
descended into the cockpit. ‘“Weird as it may sound, I'll bet 
there’s another one of you floating around somewhere.”’ 

*‘No way. There’s only one me.”’ 

Ben started to reply, then shook his head. 
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Harper offered her hand. ‘‘Well, good luck. And God- 
Ss ee 
“It’s been fun,’’ Ben said as they shook hands. ‘“The pay 
has been great, the company excellent, and the rest and re- 
cuperative periods longer than ever. Sign me up for another 
ten years.”’ 

‘*That’s the one thing I loathe and love about you, Ben. I 
never have to guess how you feel.’’ 

‘I’m a Marine. We don’t do subtle.’’ 

‘**Then go. Do what you do. And thanks.”’ 

‘“*Yeah, yeah,’’ he moaned, then turned to the ladder and 
froze. ‘‘Megan told me she’d come down. Where is she?’’ 

“*She’s up on the bridge,’’ Harper answered solemnly. ‘‘I 
don’t think she can handle another good-bye.”’ 

Ben stood there, and the difficulty of loving him finally sank 
in. Megan had probably struggled over becoming too close, 
had finally given herself to him, and now had to live with her 
decision. For Ben, risking his butt had become routine. He 
simply flew the missions, got scared during them, but did what 
he had to do. Doubts would cause hesitation, and hesitation 
would get him killed. So he detached himself from what could 
happen. If Fate were in a good mood that day, he would sur- 
vive. Simple as that. 

But Megan couldn’t reduce the experience that way. And 
he realized that neither could Elizabeth. He wondered if it 
were fair to put a woman on the roller coaster of his life. Did 
Megan deserve to live in fear? Yeah, but she talked me into 
helping Harper. Why should I feel guilty? 

Because you love her, you idiot. 

**“You okay?’’ Harper asked. | 

He gave a curt nod. ‘‘See you when I see you.’’ He mounted 
the ladder as she left. 

Seated in the cockpit, Ben noticed that the techs had made 
significant adjustments to the dash. The nav computer and 
comm displays had been moved so that they tilted up at his 
right hip. Directly in front of him hung a circular display with 
the standard image of the Pyro—an overhead shot that showed 
shield status via an azure ring encompassing the jet. To the 
left of that display stood the primary weapons screen, which 
had been redesigned to appear like a square hand cupping the — 
canopy. The same held true for the secondary weapons screen 
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to the right. Fuel-cell status gauges had been removed entirely, 
replaced by two yellow, tusklike lines that appeared in the 
Heads-Up Display and extended from the shield status screen. — 
Cell strength rose and fell like mercury in an antique ther- 
mometer. The new arrangement afforded far more visibility, 
and when the canopy lowered shut, Ben realized that the old 
six-window design with its necessary seams had been replaced 
by a seamless Plexi bubble—360 degrees of pure visibility. 
He smiled as he inspected the view; then his comm panel 
flashed. He tapped a key and accepted the transmission. 

‘**Think we one-upped the company,’’ the flight chief said, 
staring at Ben from the comm screen. 

Ben looked up to the bank of large windows that overlooked 
the hangar, where he saw the chief flash him a thumbs-up. 
Then he regarded the monitor. ‘““Where you'd get these 

-? 
Pe We've been studying the GX Two for about a month now. 
Managed to confiscate a prototype. We’re retrofitting our Star- 
hawks with some of these improvements, and I thought I’d do 
you a favor with the taxpayers’ money. Good luck, son.”’ 

**Thanks.’’ Ben screwed on his helmet, clipped the O, and 
power lines to his flight suit, then buckled his harness as the 
mooring clamps thumped into position. He dialed the bridge’s 
channel, and the comm officer, a young dark-skinned woman 
with small eyes, said, ‘‘Bridgecomm One. Can I help you, 
sir?”’ 

‘Yeah, this is weird. I, uh, request permission to speak with 
Megan Bartonovich. She should be up there.”’ 

**Stand by.”’ 

After a nerve-wracking moment of blank screen, Megan 
appeared, looking nervous and distracted. ‘‘Hey, I’m sorry 
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*“No, I’m sorry. The damned universe needs saving, and my 
number’s still lis 

She smiled weakly. ‘‘T gave them your number. Be care- 
ful. 99 

**?’m worried about you.”’ 

*‘T’ll be fine.’’ She rubbed her eyes. “‘I have to go.’’ She 
walked off camera. 

Ben broke the transmission and heaved a sigh. He imagined 
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how she would react to his death. Now he wanted to stay. 
Couldn’t they get another sucker to deliver the patch? Yes, 
but he liked the faith Harper had in him, and he wasn’t sure 
he could watch someone else take the credit. Ego or not, he 
had started this thing. He would finish it. 

The mooring clamps carried the Pyro into the airlock, and 
the outer doors swung open on the starry void. 

‘*Mooring release transferred,’’ the flight chief said. “Zone 
is clear for launch.’’ 

‘*Roger.’’ Ben tapped the release switch and the Pyro 
dropped away. Maneuvering jets fired, driving the jet straight 
down and away from the carrier. He glanced to starboard and 
saw the two dozen Starhawks tiering upward in six great 
wedges. He booted the thrusters and vectored toward them. 

‘*Platform’s presently on the dark side of the planet,’’ the 
guide bot said. ‘‘Cooling systems won’t work overtime. 
Should save us some power.”’ 

*“You’re groping for good news.’’ 

‘‘Guess so. Squadron commander’s hailing us. Woman 
named Scotia. Major. Don’t know her.”’ 

Ben opened the channel. ‘‘St. John here.’’ He glanced at 
the comm screen. 

The major gazed impassively at him, her black face half 
hidden by glare. ‘‘Follow our lead. We’ll move in first. Once 
the systems lock onto us, you’ll insert. Two of my people will 
weaken the shields near bay door three. It’s the largest. Couple 
of Shakers will bring it down. Once you’re inside, you’re on 
your own. Now hang back on our six. ETA to platform: three 
minutes.”’ 

All twenty-four Starhawks fired thrusters and shot off in an 
impressive display of synchronized flying. They curved around 
Earth and swept toward a band of darkness. Ben chased after 
them, and his Plexi automatically lightened as night abruptly 
fell. A data bar in the HUD showed the computer making 
automatic temperature adjustments. 

Beyond the Starhawks lay a shining silver dot, and as Ben 
squinted at it, the computer showed a wide angle of the CED 
platform on his HUD. A disc with a diameter of nine hundred 
meters served as the platform’s main complex, with a pair of 
smaller discs attached above and below via six main access 
tubes. Dozens of dishes and antennae sprouted from the discs 
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like polymeric thorns between scores of cannon emplacements _— 
and missile launchers. The first time Ben had flown near the 
platform, his wingman had remarked that it looked like a pair 
of metal wedding cakes glued together at their bottoms. Back 
then, Ben had just signed his divorce papers, and he had little 
tolerance for wedding reminders. Now he appreciated the de- 
scription. 

_ “St. John?’’ Major Scotia called. ‘‘Hold tight. Insert on my © 
mark.”” 

“On your mark.”’ 

At two kilometers away from the platform, Ben braked to 
hov. The Starhawks fanned out, surrounded the station, then 
let loose with showers of laser and missile fire. Ben brought 
up their channel and listened to the skipchatter between pilots: 

‘*Ruby Hunter Five to One. Focus fire on that fourth battery, 
roger.”’ 

‘‘Focusing fire. Damned shit storm out here.”’ 

‘**How *bout it, Six and Seven? Report shield strength over 
bay door three,’’ Scotia said. 

**Son of a—’’ 

‘*How "bout it, Six?’’ 

**Shields down to seventy percent. And hello. Here comes 
the metalhead brigade.”’ 

‘Roger that. Mechs in the zone. Mechs in the zone. ID first 
wave as Maximum Amplified Xenophobes. Five meters. Hom- 
ing Flash missile ordnance. Count fourteen. Second wave: 
Sniper NGs. Three meters. Gauss cannon and Flash missile 
ordnance. Count twelve.”’ 
| “*Let’s round ’em up and steer ’em into friendly fire,’’ Sco- 

tia ordered. 

The platform had quickly become a blazing cake with dec- 
orations warring against each other. Starhawks scissored be- 
tween thick laser bolts or globules of Plasma as they fired 
Spreadfire cannons at the mechs, forcing them into beads from 
the platform’s big guns. Six, maybe seven mechs bought it 
that way; then the red, N-shaped Xenophobes and brown, 
bulky Snipers regrouped and steered clear of the station, only 
to double back and fall in behind the Starhawks. 

*‘Ruby Hunter Three, you got a mech on your six. You 
gonna shake him or what?’’ 
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**Get him off my ass!’ 

“Copy. In to assist.”’ 

**Ruby Hunter Seven to Ruby Leader. Shields over bay door 
three at thirty percent now. Missile penetration level in one 
mike, roger.’’ 

*“Vampire Six? You’re up. Fangs out,’’ Scotia said. 

Ben jerked in surprise. ‘““Who told you my old call sign?’’ 

“‘T make it a point to know my fliers,’’ Scotia said. ‘“Hey, 
did you steal that plane, too?’’ 

‘‘Interesting question.’’ Ben throttled up and burst toward 
the laser-lit furball. He dodged a pair of Starhawks as their 
pilots fired upon two Sniper NGs. The mechs suddenly dove 
to evade, but the Navy jocks anticipated their move. The Snip- 
ers flew directly into twin beads and checked out. 

Missile exhaust trails spanned the Area of Operations like 
cobwebs, and mechs emerged from the webs to quick-fire a 
salvo then vanish in the dust. Ben cut across the trails, spun 
through a gauntlet of missile fire, then resumed course as the 
nav computer flashed a warning. The HUD switched to a dig- 
itized course of green lines that overlaid space and formed a 
green tube toward the third bay door. Ben shot through the 
tube and spotted two Starhawks hovering on either side of the 
rectangular hatch. Plasma blasted from their cannons and jack- 
hammered the shields, dissolving in upheavals of violet en- 
ergy. 

Ruby Hunters Six and Seven,’’ Ben cried. ‘‘I’m in for my 
run. Break off.’’ 

“‘Roger, Vampire Six. Bugging out.”’ 

Igniting thrusters, the Starhawks stood on their tails and 
charged away. Ben switched his secondary ordnance from 
Concussion to Earthshaker missiles, and the blue rocket slowly 
rotated on the screen. He neared the doors, his thumb poised 
over the trigger— 

When a Xenophobe dropped into his path and launched a 
Flash missile. 

At once, the missile exploded over his canopy with a nova- 
bright flash, and he plowed into the mech, sending it tumbling 
and screeching over the hull before it exploded somewhere 
behind him. He jerked the stick back, climbed a second, then 
pulled farther back, lapsing into an inverted retreat. 

“‘Damn it, people. Clear his path,’’ Scotia barked. 
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Ben dove back. for the platform, and a pair of Starhawks 
fell in on either side. He tossed a look to one pilot, who gave 
a quick tip of the head, then rushed ahead with the other 
fighter. For a second, Ben felt like a celebrity as they escorted 
him toward the door, chewing up mechs and missiles with a 
ferocious bombardment. They suddenly peeled off, and Ben 
centered his targeting reticle over the door. With a pair of faint 
chinks, the Earthshaker missiles dropped away, thrusters 
flamed, and the deadly pair tore ahead. Ben pulled out before 
the bombs’ post-detonation ringlets caught him. 

Sound would not travel in the vacuum, so Ben loaned his 
voice to the rockets: ‘‘Boom! Boom!’’ He looped back, took 
a stray bolt to his starboard wing, steadied his course, then 
surveyed -the damage. Not only had the bay door blown in, 
but the Earthshakers had taken down six Internal Tactical 
Droids who had been hovering behind it. The little mechs’ 
wreckage lay strewn across the entrance. 

““Vampire Six? Your path has been cleared,’’ Scotia said. 
“Insert. We’re falling back to support positions. Will return 
to escort on your mark, roger.”’ 

“Copy, Major. Thanks for the professional assist.”’ 

“*Don’t make us wait for nothing.’’ 

“*T assume that’s an order. Vampire Six out.’’ Ben glanced 
over his shoulder at the guide bot, who had been strangely 
quiet. ‘“‘Here we go, Sierra. Close-quarters time.”’ 

‘I know,”’ the bot said glumly. ‘‘And you’re at the stick.”’ 

Ben broke hard as they reached the hatchway, then glided 
inside. The missiles had destroyed the bay’s internal lighting. 
He switched on the Pyro’s headlight and came to a full stop, 
pivoting to examine the scorched bulkheads and shattered avi- 
Oonics equipment splayed across all hundred meters of the 
room. The bays served as emergency repair sites for damaged 
fighters, and while no jets had been inside when the missiles 
had struck, everything else had been thoroughly demolished. 

‘‘Decorated the place myself,’’ Ben quipped. ‘‘Like it?’’ 

*“Modern destruction,’’ the bot said, ‘‘requires explosives— 
not talent. Hey. Let me fly.”’ 

**Okay.’ > | 

*‘Just like that? No argument?’’ 

Ben lifted his hands in surrender. ‘‘She’s all yours.’’ 

“Little Bird, you’ve come a long way.”’ 
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**Make that a very long way.’’ He thumbed on the automap, 
which wiped across the HUD and showed a three-dimensional 
labyrinth of passages through the disc, with a path outlined in 
red toward the mainframe operations room, a five-by-five- 
meter broom closet that housed the net’s main computer. 

Unlike many military and PTMC facilities, the platform 
lacked security hatches, which made traveling through it far 
easier. They wouldn’t have to pause to blow doors or transmit 
access codes that probably didn’t work. Of course, the plat- 
form housed scores of defense drones bearing cannons and 
bombs. 

The external mike picked up a hissing sound, and Ben 
looked back at the gaping hole where the bay door had been. 

Nanotech repair crews had already repaired the breach with 
a black, gumlike substance that formed a slowly hardening 
bubble. The molecule-sized drones worked with amazing 
speed, and the bay had already begun repressurizing. 

Ahead, an emergency airlock hatch slid aside, and the guide 
bot steered them toward the hexagonal corridor beyond. 

A Xenophobe suddenly decloaked in the hatchway, its 
green-and-red sensor eye throbbing as though excited over the 
prospect of killing. 

Another materialized behind it. Then a third appeared. A 
fourth, a fifth... 

Ben winced as the guide bot opened up with forked tongues 
of Omega cannon fire and a pair of Mercury missiles. 

Despite the incoming, the lead Xenophobe got off a missile 
of its own that knifed between the bot’s silver rounds and 
headed toward the canopy. 


The Weight of Rssumptions 


The Xenophobe’s Flash missile struck a direct 
hit to Ben’s forward shields. 

‘“‘Here we go, Little Bird!’’ the guide bot 
cried over the missile’s resounding clap and the 
buzzing of the ship’s Omega cannon. 

At the moment of impact, Ben had closed his eyes to avoid 
the missile’s distinctive flash only partially weakened by the 
polarized canopy, but he couldn’t help looking now as the bot 
took the Pyro in a jolting retreat that flung him against his 
harness. 

Ch-chink! An Earthshaker missile sped into the blinding 
light, its thruster breathing a bass note until the harrowing roar 
of its discharge echoed through the bay. 

As the Flash missile’s light dimmed, Ben saw the Earth- 
shaker’s ringlets homing in on the Xenophobes, who got 
caught in the hatchway and wailed shrilly as they took their 
glowing blue medicine, then burst into smoking heaps of scar- 
_ let steel. 

“Five mechs destroyed,’’ the computer reported evenly. 
“‘Warning. Forward shield strength at nineteen percent. 
Energy-to-shield conversion in progress.”’ 

‘*“Yeah, and now we’re out of Earthshakers,’’ Ben said, 
- reading the secondary weapons screen. 

‘Forget ’em, Little Bird. Damned bombs are too powerful 
in here anyway.’’ The bot kicked up the thrusters and steered 
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them swiftly over the dismembered mechs, into the dim, six- 
sided corridor. ‘‘Computer’s running long-range scans for 
more drones. No contacts yet. Interference from the structure, 
as usual.”’ 

‘They'll find us,’’ Ben assured the bot. ‘“The mainframe 
ops room is probably staked out by a Sniper, and the Xeno- 
phobes like to set up in corners.’ 

The corridor connected to a much larger square hall fifteen 
meters high, nearly one hundred meters long, and lined on 
both sides by the laser cannons’ massive energy cells. Shaped 
like bundles of white cylinders staked six high and fenced off 
by horizontal beams of humming yellow Plasma, the cells 
drew power from the platform’s reactor, converted it into us- 
able ordnance, then stored it. ‘““‘Hey, Sierra. Can we bring 
down this fence and take out the cells? Might make our escape 
a little easier.’’ 

‘“Love to, but I don’t want to be rude to our new friends.”’ 

Three diamond-shaped Logikill drones squalled and flitted 
toward them. Blue sensor eyes panned and caught the ship’s 
headlight, while long arms molded like inverted isosceles tri- - 
angles rocked to and fro as though they were flapping their 
wings. Orbs of white Plasma blasted from their centerline can- 
nons and came at the Pyro like a cluster of snowballs. 

The guide bot ascended quickly, out of the fire line, and 
brought the Pyro within a meter of the hall’s ceiling. 

“‘Now these bastards I really hate,’’ Ben said, looking down 
on the approaching mechs. 

‘**Take them out,’’ the bot said, switching control to him. 

Ben squeezed the primary weapons trigger. Gray bolts of 
Omega fire arced from the cannons and shredded the lead Log- 
ikill as its comrades darted right and left but collided with the 
energy fences. The right mech hung on the beams a moment, 
shuddering as webs of energy spun over its torso. It shrieked, 
released. coils of black smoke from its shoulders, then 
thwacked to the floor, its sensor eye jittering. 

The left drone ricocheted off the fence, sailed across the 
hall, then struck the opposite fence in nearly the exact spot as 
the right mech. It, too, writhed in the dance of an overload, 
billowed smoke, and tumbled. 

‘*Three birds with one stone,’’ the guide bot said. Seen ve 
just raised the curve.”’ 


236 PETER TELEP 


* * * 

After twenty seconds of unbroken travel, they reached the 
convergence of five tunnels, and the bot dove into a circular 
passage that stretched far beyond their headlight’s power. Sil- 
houettes shifted on the aft-cam monitor, and Ben noted three 
Snipers descending from the =o and dropping into their 
wash. ‘ ‘Hey, got—’”’ 

*““See ’em,”’ the bot said. 

Three gold Smart bombs ejected from the Pyro’s aft com- 
partment and rolled like spiked beach balls toward the Snipers. 
Ben tensed as the first bomb neared a Sniper— 

And out of nowhere the ship jerked forward and began ac- 
celerating at an incredible rate. Wind roared and pounded the 
Pyro as the bot struggled to level off. 

“What the hell happened?’’ Ben shouted. 

“‘We tripped an intruder alarm. System automatically 
opened an airlock somewhere at the end of this tunnel. We’re 
being flushed.”’ 

A dull explosion resounded from the rear; then coupled 
bursts lit up the aft shields and drop-kicked them even farther 
forward. Ben realized that two of their Smart bombs had been 
caught in the rush of escaping air and had returned home to 
the Pyro’s stern. Shield warnings flashed in the center console, 
and the Pyro’s azure halo vanished over the thrusters. 

Meanwhile, the Snipers barreled overhead, caught in the 
gale themselves. They would tumble out of the airlock, outgas 
their lubricants, and shut down. Ben knew of ten easier ways 
to destroy them, but he wouldn’t complain. 

**Aft shields at zero percent,’’ the computer said. ‘‘Energy- 
to-shield—’’ 

*“Let’s turn tail and wait until the atmosphere vents,’’ Ben 
hollered. 

*“We’ll overheat. Coming up on four intersecting tunnels. 
Trying to access lock control now. Maybe we can override 
and shut it down.”’ 

*‘Doubt it. We need to get through another lock.”’ 

*‘Got one. Thirty meters. Fourth tunnel on our left. And 
someone’s smiling on us today. Code run complete. Lock is 
opening. And that passage will take us straight on down to the 
mainframe operations room.”’ 
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*‘Oh, man,”’ Ben said. ‘‘It’s getting too easy again. That 
someone smiling is probably Dravis.’’ 

The bot snorted loudly. ‘‘No way the old man got in here. 
The CED has weak security, but not that weak.’ 

Ben tensed as the bot braked hard and turned on a wing, 
soaring into the tunnel. They shot into a fifty-meter-long air- 
lock whose hatch sealed behind them. The inner door blew 
before they reached it, and they glided into a well-lit oval 
chamber that the computer [Ded as an internal repair hub for 
weapons and communications equipment. The drones who 
monitored operations would take defective parts to this area. 
Thousands of white plastic storage compartments rose from 
floor to ceiling and ran off for sixty meters. Long worktables 
cluttered with penlike tools, monitors, and other unidentifiable 
equipment sat before the compartments. A half dozen drones 
hovered near a few tables and resembled the Endoskeletal 
mechs Ben had seen before, although they had silver, human- 
like heads, long arms, lithe fingers, and thin torsos mounted 
to bases shaped like surfboards. The nearest drone turned its 
head in their direction, and green sensors no larger than human 
eyes flashed once, then burned steadily. 

‘Told them we’re just passing through,’’ the guide bot said. 
*‘Don’t think they bought it.’’ 

Like enraged, legless skeletons, the group raised their arms, 
cackled, and came at them. 

‘Tl fly, you fire,’’ the bot said. 

A spate of Gauss cannon fire rained down even before the 
repair mechs reached them, and Ben looked to the chamber’s 
ceiling. Snipers in each of the far corners tipped their pyra- 
midal heads toward him. Muzzle flashes erupted from the tri- 
ple cannons mounted to their right arms. Rounds clanged on | 
the still-recharging shields. Ben switched the weapons control 
to voice activation. ‘“Computer. Select Homing missile. Target 
Snipers and fire.’’ 

‘*Missile selected. Targets locked. Firing.”’ : 

As the rockets streaked away and curved up toward the 
Snipers, Ben manually switched the primary weapon to Helix 
cannon. The first volley of five globules darted toward the lead 
repair mech, rotating one hundred and eighty degrees before 
decapitating the drone. But the mech kept coming, undaunted 
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by its missing head. Another salvo wrenched it from its surf- 
board and sent it spinning to the floor. 

In the meantime, the guide bot throttled up, and Ben had 
no time to target the other mechs. The Pyro plowed into them, 
sending flailing arms and twisted heads across the canopy. 

Overhead, the homing missiles reached their targets, and 
after the double crack of thunder, both Snipers dropped like a 
pair of flares wagging long tails of smoke. They struck the 
floor and heaved flames that marked the exit tunnel ahead. 

**Mainframe is fifty meters down that hall, on our left,’’ the 
bot said. 

They whipped past the burning drones, flames bending in 
their wake. Pale red emergency lights lit the path, but far 
ahead, bright blue light flickered on the floor and ceiling. The 
tunnel curved a few degrees down; then a force field of shim- 
mering emerald beams abruptly blocked their path. 

‘‘Brake to hov!’’ Ben said as the fence rushed toward them. 

“*T am,”’ the bot cried. 

Reverse thrusters roared. Ben lifted his hands as the Pyro’s 
nose brushed against a beam and ricocheted back. The guide 
bot slowed them to a hover, and Ben turned his head, feeling 
a mild case of whiplash. He checked his instrument panels. 
Forward shields had plunged to zero. Aft shields were still 
recharging. The fuel-cell indicators showed 50 percent re- 
maining power. Time to fully recharge: forty-two minutes. Be- 
hind them, mechs hollered their battle cries and approached. 

**Scanning the walls for the power lines,’’ the guide bot 
said. ‘“Got them. I'll take down a wall with a Mega missile. 
Should sever the lines.”’ 

“‘Don’t get too close to the mainframe. You damage it, and 
we’re out of luck.”’ 

The Mega missile thumped free and shot toward the tunnel’s 
right wall as the bot fired reverse thrusters and started out of 
the blast zone. 

A heartbeat before the missile struck, laser fire from two 
Snipers spattered across the weakened aft shields. Ben braced 
himself as the Mega missile boomed and draped the hall in 
harsh light. The blast wave rumbled forward, and the bot held 
position against forces threatening to hurl the jet into the ceil- 
ing and floor. | 

*‘Got two on our tail,’’ Ben said. ‘“Wave should take them 
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down.’’ The prediction had just left his mouth when the two 
Snipers got swept up and tumbled helplessly down the hail. 

The fence ahead flashed and died. Most of the wall next to 
it had been reduced to shards of steel and twisted, sparking 
conduits. They advanced into the lingering smoke, past the 
fence line, and came upon a small hatch with a placard that 
read: MAINFRAME OPERATIONS CENTER. AUTHORIZED PERSON- 
NEL ONLY. 

‘*All right,’’ Ben said, throwing off his straps. “‘Stand by. 
I’m going to torch open that hatch and make the upload.’’ 

He fetched one of the discs that Harper had slipped into the 
seat’s pocket, then headed for the hold. The bot had already 
activated the ramp, so he retrieved a small laser torch from a 
bulkhead compartment, holstered a standard-issue PTMC side- 
arm, then hopped out. 

At the door, he lifted the torch; then common sense drove 
his hand toward the handle, which clicked down. Ben grinned 
Over the irony as the hatch swung open on thick hinges. 

Before him lay three walls of towering electronics and status 
screens behind Plexi partitions. With a narrow airlock to his 
left and a row of white clean-suits hanging on pegs, the place 
resembled a miniature version of PTMC’s records storage fa- 
cility on Mars—not a comforting reminder. He set down the 
torch and headed toward the airlock. The hatch slammed shut 
behind him. 

‘‘Far enough,’ someone said. 

He whirled. A CED special operations officer stepped for- 
ward. He wore black armor that shielded him from sensor 
detection and brandished a PTMC-issue EX790 pulse rifle. 
The guy looked about forty, his face thick and clean-shaven, — 
hazel eyes unfaltering behind his clear helmet. 

Ben slowly raised his hands. ‘“What’re you doing here?’’ 

The guy circled behind, removed Ben’s sidearm, then ripped 
the disc from Ben’s hand. ‘“C-DYL patch, eh?’’ 

‘*Who are you? Do you work for Dravis?’’ 

**That asshole?’’ 

**Who sent you?’’ 

The officer crossed in front to lock gazes with Ben. ‘“That’s 
Classified.”’ 

‘‘Let me guess. Your assignment came from the Joint 
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Chiefs. They figured Yitzach would try something. Sent you 
ASAP as insurance.”’ 

‘‘Wow. You tell fortunes, too?’’ 

Ben chinned open a comm channel so that the guide bot 
could listen in. ‘‘Look, pal. If I don’t upload that patch, you’ ll 
be handing this platform to Dravis. I don’t know how or when, 
but he’s going to infect this place with his virus; then it'll 
spread through the entire net.”’ 

*‘Not my problem. I got orders.”’ 

With a quick burst of static, the guide bot’s voice filtered 
in through Ben’s headset. ‘‘I’m here, Little Bird. [’'ll move in 
on your mark. Standing by.’’ 

Repressing a nod, Ben glared at the officer. ‘“We’re on the 
same side. Dravis infects the defense net, and the CED will 
go down hard. Your blind obedience will allow that to hap- 
pen.”’ 

The guy chuckled. ‘‘I’m a soldier, and I got a job to do. 
My superiors will accept the blame.’’ 

““God, that’s naive. You can’t believe that.’’ 

He tapped the comm panel at his waist. ‘‘Seeker One to 
Frontier, roger. Yeah, intruder has been neutralized. Request 
evac.’’ He paused for a reply. ‘‘Copy that. Seeker out.’’ The 
officer raised his brow. ‘‘In a few minutes, internal defensives 
will go down, and you and I will walk out of here and into a 
dropshuttle.’’ 

Laser fire erupted from outside the room. Drones wailed, 
and a missile exploded dangerously close, rattling the Plexi 
barriers. ‘“Mechs are advancing outside. My ship won’t hold 
them off for long. Hope your people turn off defenses soon.”’ 

“‘Warning,’’ a computer voice said. ““Hull breach in prog- 
ress. Intruder identified as mining drone, model: unknown. 
Size: One-point-two meters. Armament: unknown.”’ 

A monitor to Ben’s left showed an external camera image 
of a small, black, crablike drone using high-powered lasers on 
_ the ends of its six tentacles to cut into the platform. ‘“There,”’ 
Ben said, pointing. ‘“That’s one of Dravis’s drones.’ He gazed 
hard at the officer. ““You need to make a decision, buddy. 
Once inside, that little bug is going to hardwire itself to the 
net and deliver the virus. Then Dravis will use this place to 
take out the fieet.’’ 

**So you say.”’ 
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Ben closed his eyes in frustration. “‘I’ve come too far to 
listen to this bullshit.’’ His eyes snapped open, and he charged 
. toward the guy, swiping the rifle aside and tearing the disc 
from officer’s gloved hand. He jerked around and headed to- 
ward the airlock. 

**Another step, and I shoot,’’ the guy said. 

Not looking back, Ben repressed a chill, took the step, then 
hit the switch to open the lock’s outer door. He moved inside. 
As the door sealed after him, he turned to see the officer star- 
ing at a throbbing red ring on the ceiling. The crab mech had 
already made it between bulkheads. 

Ben frantically opened the inner hatch and bolted for the 
mainframe’s terminal: a small touchpad with built-in disc 
player and thin screen atop a retractable shelf. His hand trem- 
bled as he inserted the disc, his gaze switching between the 
terminal and the now-sparking ring on the ceiling. The officer 
drew back to the main hatch and raised his rifle. 

After a beep, the screen flickered and a message appeared: 


READING CONTENTS OF DISK 
UPLOAD INSTRUCTIONS RECEIVED 
DO YOU WISH TO UPLOAD NOW? 


‘‘Let’s have coffee first,’’ Ben said angrily, then tapped the 
pad. 


C-DYL PATCH UPLOAD IN PROGRESS 


He sighed deeply, then jolted as the crab mech dropped 
from the ceiling and hit the floor. 

The officer fired point-blank at the mech, but it flung itself 
away from the yellow bolt with astounding speed. Cursing, 
the guy triggered another round. The mech dodged the shot 
and launched itself toward the officer, who raised his rifle to 
deflect it. The drone skittered by the weapon and cupped the 
officer’s helmet. He dropped the rifle, screamed, and staggered 
across the room, elbows lifted high as he struggled to pry off 
the mech. Tentacle lasers bored through his Plexi helmet. He 
shrieked, fell, rolled toward the hatch, struck it, then lay supine 
and still. The mech’s tentacles flexed in unison; then it scurried 
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away to leap onto the Plexi wall directly behind Ben. The 
thing’s lasers ignited. 
Ben glanced to the terminal screen: 


C-DYL PATGH UPLOAD IN PROGRESS 


He looked at the mech as it slowly rotated, lasers slicing 
through the now-bubbling Plexi. 

His sidearm lay beside the fallen officer, and the officer’s 
rifle sat in the middle of the room. 

He stole another look at the terminal—UPLOAD IN PROG- 
RESS, then charged for the airlock door. His heart slammed 
against his ribs as he waited for the damned door to open. He 
charged inside the lock, opened the next hatch, then hustled 
to the officer’s rifle, keeping his gaze locked on the drone. He 
raised the gun, took aim, pulled the trigger. 

Click. A status panel flashed on the barrel: USER NOT IDEN- 
TIFIED. He threw the weapon and went after his sidearm, came 
up with it, spun toward the drone— 

But the little bastard had already cut through the Plexi. Ben 
stormed toward the smoldering hole, his gaze panning the tow- 
ers behind the clear wall. There! He spotted the crab crawling 
on a panel above the terminal. He stuck his arm through the 
hole and leveled his pistol. 

In a blur of motion, the thing sprang at him. He jerked his 
hand back, but one of the mech’s tentacles coiled around the 
gun. A shot echoed as the drone yanked the weapon from his 
hand. Another tentacle reached for his wrist, but he whirled 
from the hole and retreated toward the door. 

The mech crawled onto the melted rim of the hole and 
paused. Small white sensor eyes extended like antennae from 

its shell-like back and curved in Ben’s direction. Suddenly, it 
iste back toward the terminal and lit its lasers. 

Through the hole, Ben could see the terminal screen flashing 
the words UPLOAD COMPLETE. 

He stood there, catching his breath, smiling wanly as the 
mech busied itself with prying off a maintenance panel. The 
little bug had no idea that once it tapped into the mainframe, 
its virus-driven life would be snuffed out. 

**Sierra? You there?’’ 

*‘Copy. We just had an ordnance convention out here.”’ 
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*“The patch has been uploaded. We’re leaving.’’ 

““Corridor’s clear—for the moment.”’ 

Ben gagged as he dragged the officer’s body aside, then 
reached for the hatch’s handle. He pulled it down, and a 
Klaxon blared. For a moment, he thought he had triggered a 
door alarm; then— ; 

*‘Warning. Virus detected,’ came the mainframe’s voice. 
*‘Repression programs nonresponsive.”’ 

A dull whine resounded, then fell off into silence as power 
died. Unarmed in the darkness, with the mech rustling some- 
where ahead and goosefiesh fanning across his shoulders, Ben 
shouted, ‘““Taurus! I’m coming out!’’ He shifted into the cor- 
ridor, slammed the hatch, then bounded for the string of lights 
outlining the Pyro’s ramp. Once in the hold, he thumbed the 
control panel and damned the ramp’ s slow ascent. 

*‘Hey. Power’s coming back up,”’ the bot said. 

Ben hustled into the cockpit and dropped into his seat. The 
corridor’s lights clicked on in succession. ‘‘I’ll be flying.’’ 

*‘She’s yours. And hey, we’re receiving an encrypted trans- 
mission from the Expediator.’’ 

‘Decrypt and patch through.’’ 

**Ben, have you uploaded the patch?’’ Harper asked, staring 
wide-eyed at him from the comm monitor. Behind her, officers 
crisscrossed on the Expediator’s bridge. 

“Insert disc. Do you wish to upload C-DYL patch? Yes. 
Hit touchpad. Wait. Virus upload complete. Does that answer 
your question?’’ 

“*Listen, wiseass, we just got a report from the CED’s Lunar 
Trench that the defense net systems are going down all over 
Sol. We’re reading the same from our end.”’ 

**1’m telling you, I uploaded the damned patch!”’ 

Her gaze averted. ‘“Then ... oh, God... Dravis has altered 
the virus. The patch is no good.”’ 

-**You mean I came here for nothing?’’ 

**Stand by.’’ Blank screen. 

**C’mon,”’ Ben told the guide bot. ‘‘I’m tired of this cloak- 
and-dagger. We’re taking this war to the front line.”’ 

**Hold on, Little Bird. I’m monitoring the CED channels. 
Fleet reports several full companies of drones mobilizing near 
Shiva Station. Count is up to nearly three thousand.”’ 
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Ben checked his agen i “‘But we got about four hours 

until Dravis’s parade.”’ 
**Guess he couldn’t wait.” 

‘“Ben?’’ Harper called. ‘‘It’s all going to hell now. Just get 
out of there.”’ 

**So we lose?’’ 

She pursed her lips. ‘‘Looks that way.’’ 

**Bullshit. Dravis is controlling the virus. You want to stop 
it? You go to the source. I’m headed for Shiva. If you can get 
me some help, great. If not—well, ’'m going anyway.”’ 

_ Harper turned from the camera as a young radar officer on the 
Expediator’s bridge shouted, ‘‘Admiral? We’re under full at- 
tack. Boss mechs dispersing from Shiva Station. Your orders?’’ 
Harper whipped back to face Ben. ‘‘Forget Shiva—you’ ll never 
get near it. Jump out of the system. Save yourself.’’ 

**You get me some Starhawks—’’ 

*‘We got ’em already, Little Bird. I sent word to Major 
Scotia. She’s got six rebels ready to rock ’n’ roll.’’ 

*‘Then let’s do it. Harper, I’ll see you on the other side.’’ 
Ben broke the comlink, lit the afterburners, and took the Pyro 
into a screaming retreat through the tunnel. 
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Big Time Entrance 


“Brother, I don’t like it.”’ 

**You don’t like anything, Manman.”’ 

Christiani sat in the Beagle’s cockpit, watch- 
ing the belly-cam monitor as the wedge-shaped 
PTMC executive transport slowly maneuvered 
into docking position. 

‘Extending umbilical,’’ Manman said. “‘I hope you’re 
right.”’ 

“‘Doesn’t matter. Dr. Harper wants us out here.”’ 

Manman shook his finger. ‘‘But you’re the one who made 
contact with this source in the first place.”’ 

“*T’ll take the blame. Besides, what can happen? We’re half- 
way between Earth and Mars. There’s nowhere they can run.”’ 

“They can jump out of the zone.”’ 

‘‘Not before we shoot them.”’ 

**Don’t like leaving Harper,’’ Manman said. “‘Can’t trust 
Yitzach.”’ 

‘‘And he doesn’t trust us.’’ Christiani felt a bump as the 
umbilical locked onto the transport’s couplers. 

‘*Pressure’s coming up. And, brother, aren’t you worried? 
You look pretty calm.”’ 

Christiani slid the EX440 pistol from his calf sheath and 
thumbed on the cell. ‘“You can’t fly, and you can’t read faces. 
Come on, now.’’ He unfastened his harness and headed toward 
the hold, where a circular hatch in the floor automatically rose 
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with a hum. He lowered his pistol to the opening as Manman 
arrived at his side. 

They had no idea who was coming aboard. Their only con- 
tact with the person had been through unsigned, untraceable 
text-only documents. Still, the information they had received 
had presented a strong argument in favor of the informant’s 
credibility. When checking his messages twenty minutes ear- 
lier, Christiani had learned that Dravis had finally discovered 
the leak and that the informant’s life had become threatened. 
So they had set up a hasty rendezvous on the fringe of the 
Earth—Mars shipping lane. The computer had identified only 
two life forms aboard the transport, and as it had drawn near, 
the pilot had contacted them, speaking only of docking pro- 
cedures and refusing to answer questions. 

Far below, the transport’s outer hatch hissed open, and 
Christiani chanced a look down. 

A curvaceous woman in a tight, pale red dress flashed him 
a grin, then started awkwardly up the ladder, catching her 
black high heels on the rungs. 

Taking no chances, Christiani held his weapon on her, 
though he did offer his hand as she reached the umbilical’s 
top. She accepted, and he helped her into the hold. 

In the meantime, the hatch sealed below, and the pilot’s 
voice rang out from the cockpit’s speakers: ‘“Transfer com- 

plete, Beagle. Couplers released. I’m heading home.”’ 
_ Christiani caught Manman staring at the woman’s remark- 
able cleavage. He elbowed the short man, then faced the 
woman, his cheeks warming. ‘‘I’m Christiani. He’s Manman.”’ 

*“Wendy Green, assistant to the director of Crisis Contin- 
gency Management and Public Relations.’’ She lifted a brow. 
**Or at least I used to be.”” 

**So you worked directly for Dravis,’’ Christiani said, con- 
taining his surprise. 

She nodded. ‘‘I need to see Dr. Harper. Now.’’ 

*‘T understand,’’ Christiani said. And if she only knew how 
well he did. ‘“Come up to the bridge. You can sit at the nav- 
igation station. We’ll be jumping to Puuma in a minute.’’ 

*‘Dr. Harper is in Puuma? I was certain she would be in 
Sol. Mr. Dravis’s press conference and parade will begin 
soon.”’ 

Christiani hadn’t noticed it before, but the more he stared 
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at Green’s eyes, the more vague they seemed. Could be his 
imagination, but the feeling persisted. ‘‘Dr. Harper has im- 
portant work in Puuma.”’ 

**But what about Dravis? Do you have any idea how pow- 
erful he is? Do you know what he plans to do?’’ 

Manman seized Green’s hand. ‘‘Don’t worry, woman. We’ll 
take care of you—and him.’’ His kissed the hand. ‘‘Now, let 
me show you my ship.”’ 

Christiani smacked Manman in the side of his head and 
smiled awkwardly at Green. ‘‘I’m sorry. He’s— 

She silenced him with a wide-eyed look, then pushed past 
them, her heels clicking. 

They watched her reach the cockpit and turn out of sight, 
heading toward the navigation station. 

**She’s a liar,’’ Christiani said. 

‘“*Yes, brother. A beautiful one.’’ 

**And her lies wouldn’t stop you from chasing her?’’ 

‘‘My heart’s loyal. The rest is a traitor.”’ Z 

Christiani grabbed Manman’s earlobe and dragged him for- 
ward. “‘Let’s get to Puuma—before our good friend decides 
to travel.”’ 


As Ben streaked toward Shiva Station, he saw dozens of 
private and commercial shuttles fleeing from the docking bays 
that ran the length and width of the station’s north wing. The 
platoon of Boss drones that encircled the facility paid no heed 
to the vessels, focusing their attention instead on the CED’s 
Sol fleet, which had left the moon’s cover to join the Expe- 
diator. The great carrier now stood just two kilometers from 
Shiva and engaged in a terrific firefight with two, three, maybe 
even four score of drones. Colossal Plasma cannons coughed 
up thousands of globules; missile launchers fired so many 
rockets that their tubes’ -inner linings melted, rendering them 
useless; Starhawks pierced the maelstrom of multicolored 
rounds and attacking mechs to fire volleys and then dart off, 
double back, and strafe the drones again. Ben had trouble tak- 
ing his eye off the battle. Never in his lifetime had drones 
gone head to head with a CED battlefortress. The image re- 
minded him of old war holos, with mechs taking the place of 
Humans First fliers who had fought against the growing use 
of drones instead of humans. 
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‘‘Ten seconds to hot zone,’’ Major Scotia said, flying at 
Ben’s starboard wing. ‘‘Ruby Hunters One and Two, concen- 
trate fire on those emplacements over the docking bays, then 
take out a door and the airlocks. We’ll get him in for an anti- 
clamp insertion. Hunters Three, Four, and Five? You’re the 
bait.”’ 

The pilots acknowledged the order without protest—profes- 
sionals one and all. 

**Anti-clamp insertion?’’ Ben asked Scotia. ‘‘Don’t you 
mean ‘crash landing’?’’ 

‘“However you want to fly it. Now, were I making the in- 
sertion—‘* 

**Okay, Major. You people blow that door and the locks. 
Pll get this bird inside.”’ 

*“‘Won’t be much maneuvering room once you’re in the 
bay,’’ the guide bot said. ‘“Want me to take her in?’’ 

**T got it covered.”’ 

**All right, rocket jocks. Welcome to furball city,”’ ‘Scotia 
- announced. 

Three of the Starhawks burst away toward Ben’s two 
-o’clock, with Shiva’s big guns pumping Plasma into their ex- 

haust trails. Scotia remained on Ben’s wing, deflecting stray 
rounds with her level-six lasers as Ben did likewise. 
. Within seconds, the cannons over the docking bays got tied 
up trying to pursue the three Starhawks, while Scotia’s door 
team leapt ahead of Ben’s Pyro and launched a quartet of 
Mega missiles at the hatch of Docking Bay 21. The first pair 
of fat, red bombs exploded in an electrifying display of mush- 
rooming energy with a thirst for shield power. The second pair 
penetrated the weakened shields and struck the alloy door it- 
self. As the surging flames and spiraling debris blew outward 
with the rush of the airlock’s venting air, two jagged, over- 
lapping holes appeared. Ben’s Imagery Interpretation Com- 
puter beeped and displayed its analysis on the HUD. Grid lines 
superimposed over the holes showed height, width, and a rep- 
resentation of the Pyro flying a projected trajectory through 
the gap. ' 

“‘Outer door breached,’’ one of the pilots said. 

‘‘Outer airlock door is down,’’ another added. 

*‘Got an IIC report on the damage,’’ Ben said. ‘‘Nice work, 
people. The breach is navigable.”’ 
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‘*Roger that,’’ Scotia replied. ‘‘Hunters One and Two, take 
out that inner lock; then I want everyone to fall back to the 
Expediator. She needs us.”’ 

‘‘Ruby Hunter One is on that door,’’ the pilot declared. 

Ben hoped that the techs inside the docking bay realized 
what was happening and were evacuating. Once the inner door 
came down, the bay’s atmosphere would drag out anyone and 
anything not battened down. In fact, once that door blew in, 
Ben would have to wait until whatever lay inside escaped— 
otherwise, he would find himself flying through a tornado of 
equipment and terrified personnel. Trouble was, the AAA fire 
around Shiva grew more dense by the second. He checked his 
bearings. Range to Shiva Station: 502 meters. ‘‘I’m decreasing 
thrust to point-five-seven, Major. He needs time on that door.”’ 

‘Copy, Vampire. Point-five-seven. And is it getting hairy 
out here or what?’’ 

She had read his mind. Multiple reticles floated over Ben’s 
HUD, each one identifying an incoming missile, Plasma glob- 
ule, or laser bolt. Even as Ben deflected rounds and detonated 
rockets with his lasers, the fire multiplied in a ceaseless and 
pulse-pounding onslaught. 

Despite the limited visibility, Ben caught sight of Ruby 
Hunter One swooping down toward the bay door. The pilot 
unloaded another Mega missile, went ballistic, then flew a he- 
lix pattern through a vicious spate of Plasma originating from 
Shiva’s south wing. The inner door blew inward; then the leaf- 
shaped debris suddenly reversed course as the atmosphere 
vented. Ben looked away. No sense in watching anyone buy 
it that way. His gaze found Ruby Hunter One, who still strug- 
gled to evade the ever-closing Plasma. 

‘Come on, Michael,’’ Scotia muttered. ‘“Get out of there.’’ 

The pilot cleared the AAA fire— 

Only to fly head-on into two Mercury missiles fired by a 
Boss mech on a twelve o’clock intercept course. Disoriented, 
the pilot flipped into an inverted flat spin. 

**Michael!’’ Scotia cried. 

The Boss mech lowered its bulky brown form and darted 
after the jet, launching another two missiles while opening up 
with laser cannons that fired an unrecognizable round—a nar- 
row, pink bolt that struck the Starhawk’s shields, spread out 
like jelly, then joined with other bolts to form a bizarre, pop- 


250 PETER TELEP - 


pling blob that swiftly covered the entire jet. Less than a meter 
below the blob, the Starhawk’s shields flickered, then died, 
and the blob clenched the plane as the Mercury missiles im- 
pacted. The jet burst in half. Massive undulating pieces of the 
‘blob tumbled amid cracked thruster cones and a dislodged re- 
actor core that streamed yellow coolant into the vacuum. The 
remaining bow and stern sections suddenly dissolved, along 
with the blob attached to them. Must be some kind of acid 
weapon, Ben thought. But the thing looks alive. Dravis, what 
brand of fire are you playing with now? 

*“Vampire? Here we go!’’ Scotia cried. 

A quartet of Boss mechs flew in a line and plunged toward 
them from twelve o’clock, all mammoth shoulders and can- 
nons spewing malignant pink rounds. 

“Shields can’t take that ordnance,’’ Scotia said. ‘‘On my 
mark, you will light afterburners, adjust course by twenty de- 
grees, and fly straight for that bay.”’ 

*‘Just bail, Major. I got it from here.”’ 

*‘No, you do not. Ready? Mark!’ 

Bitch didn’t give me time to argue! he thought as Scotia lit 
her own burners and choked out a broad spray of suppressing 
fire with her Helix cannon. She flew straight for the mechs, 
undaunted as pink bolts scoured the vacuum around her jet. 

Ben adjusted course, flying in under her. One of the mechs 
broke away from the pack. 

**“He’s at our two o’clock,”’ the guide bot said. 

: ‘Computer, ’’ Ben called. ‘“Voice mode. Autotrack and fire 
on target.”’ 

‘*Autotrack systems engaged. Guided sissies away.”’ 

While the rockets veered suddenly to port and shot up to 
track the mech, Ben concentrated on the open bay that came 
up way too hard. If he braked, a mech salvo could reach him. 
If he didn’t, he might crash through the bay’s opposite wall. 

And worse, the IIC report showed that nanotech repair 
crews had already started working on the breach. In a moment, 
their tarlike seal would cover the hole and might be powerful 
enough to send the Pyro rebounding into the big Boss’s arms. 

‘‘Computer. Disengage autotrack.’’ Seizing control of the 
weapons, Ben sewed a line of laser fire along the rim of the 
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breach, hoping to destroy or at least temporarily disable the 
nanotech repair crew. 

Range to station: one hundred meters. 

‘“‘We got major movement inside the bay,’’ the bot reported. 
**Class-Four cargo vessel powering up.”’ 

Ben’s IIC provided a thermal image of the bay, with the 
disc-shaped cargo carrier gliding toward the hole. ‘‘Contact 
this idiot. Tell him to hold position until we’re inside.”’ 

‘*Contacting,’’ the bot responded. 

Range to station: seventy-five meters. 

‘*1’m hitting the brakes.’’ 

‘*Think twice. Mech in pursuit took two direct hits from 
Guided missiles. Weapons systems damaged. One laser can- 
non still functioning. Thruster still functioning. Hello. He’s 
called for help. Second Boss falling in behind us.”’ 

*‘What about that cargo ship?’’ 

**No response.”’ 

The disc turned and entered the airlock, on its way out of 
the bay. It took up nearly the full width of the breach, but 
sizable gaps existed above and below it. 

Range to station: fifty meters. 

*‘Computer? Do we have enough clearance?’’ 

‘*Clearance fluctuating. Estimate chances of—’’ 

‘‘We’re not placing bets. Sierra? Take over weapons. Smart 
bomb solution for our coattails.’ 

‘‘First bombs away,’’ the bot said over the double thump 
from aft compartments. 

Range to station: twenty-five meters. Twenty. Fifteen. 

‘‘Oh, man,’’ Ben muttered as he jerked the stick back and 
rocketed toward the breach. The cargo vessel came right at 
him, its silver hull filling his canopy until— 

He yanked the stick up, belly-flopped off of its hull with a 
horrible screech, then slid over the ship. His port wing snapped 
off one of the vessel’s comm dishes as he passed under the 
first hole. The breach in the outer airlock door looked a few 
meters smaller than the one behind him. He ducked reflexively 
as the lock’s rim smashed over his canopy; then a second 
collision reverberated through the Pyro as it tore past the 
breach in the inner airlock door. 

*‘We’re in,’’ the guide bot said excitedly. ‘‘Brake to hov! 

Brake to hov!’’ 
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Ben stomped on the reverse thruster pedal, fired all maneu- - 
vering thrusters, and strained against his harness as the Pyro 
released a tremulous whine. About one hundred meters ahead 
stood a huge bay door that, when open, connected Bay 21 
with Bay 20. It had probably sealed automatically during the 
hull breach. 

The proximity alarm sang its dirge. Ben’s HUD turned into 
a blinking, ghostly projection of disaster. A small 3-D image 
of his Pyro struck the door and burst into fiery fragments. Then 
the computer showed what would happen if he turned. Driven 
by inertia, the Pyro slapped sideways into the door. Wings 
snapped off. The cockpit folded like metal leaf. A third sce- 
nario showed him firing thrusters while turning. The Pyro bar- 
reled toward the east bulkhead with insufficient time and thrust 
to stop. If nothing else, the resulting explosion looked more 
impressive than the other possibilities. 

A pair of Mega missiles dropped from the Pyro’s underwing 
stations and whipped up gray clouds of exhaust as a 
charged toward the door. 

**Sierra! We’re too close!’’ 

Hell fell over the canopy in the form of massive shards of 
twisted steel, balls of fire ringed in black smoke, and hundreds 
of missile fragments. Multiple concussions threw Ben forward, 
back, and to starboard as the jet bulldozed straight through the 
detonation, entered Bay 20— 

And got caught in the gale of escaping air that drove the 
plane onto its tail and sent it hurtling toward the bulkhead 
above the wrecked door. 

Ben booted the thrusters and forced the stick down. The 
Pyro sputtered a moment before the nose tipped forward, into 
the rushing air. The thrusters’ cones clanged loudly off of the 
bulkhead before Ben could apply enough thrust. He swore and 
eased on the throttle, trying to hold position until the bay fully 
vented. A half dozen private vessels sat in a semicircle below: 
two old Silverback Planet Hoppers, a standard cargo disk like 
the one he had skimmed over, and three Pyro-GXs, old models 
probably leased to Dravis’s Material Defenders. Fortunately 
for all, the ships had been hard-moored to the deck by thick 
cables, probably in light of Bay 21’s breach. However, the 
techs servicing them would suffer the loss of their tools. Main- 
tenance carts rolled chaotically through the breach, crashed 
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into others, then found magical wings that carried them toward 
the vacuum. About fifty meters ahead, Ben spotted a lone, 
orange-suited tech wearing an environment helmet. The guy 
two-handed a mooring rung, his legs dangling in midair. One 
hand fell away. As he tried to return it to the handle, the other 
hand slipped. Ben. grimaced as the guy spun head over heels 
and vanished through the door. 

Then, as abruptly as they had struck, the buffeting winds 
fell off, and the cockpit grew silent, save for the hiss of Ben’s 
oxygen flow and the comm unit’s subtle buzz. 

“*Thrusters to idle,’’ Ben said, realizing that he had been 
holding his breath. 

*‘Remaining nanotech crew is back on the breach,’’ the 
guide bot said. ‘“They should have it patched and pressure 
established in ten minutes.”’ 

**So we blow our way out—if we live that long.”’ 

‘“‘Incoming transmission from the Expediator.’’ 

Ben tapped the comm control panel. ‘“What now?’’ 

“It’s just me, Ben,’’ Megan said, her smile clearly forced. 
‘‘Dr. Warren has tapped directly into Dravis’s new strain of 
the virus. She reports that he’s controlling it with a mainframe 
security computer hub. The only fail-safe is in his old office 
aboard Shiva. He’s using encrypted hypersignals of a type 
Bonnie has never seen. She doubts we’ll be able to jam the 
transmissions. You'll have to get to that fail-safe.’’ 

‘*Understood.”’ 

*“You’re down in the bays now, right? You should be able 
to fly through the five maintenance levels, the reactor level, 
and the hydroponics level. You’ll be on foot once you get to 
the living levels. Executive suites are at the very top. But you 
have to move fast. Dravis’s Boss drones are already headed 
toward Earth. They’ll be in position to destroy all planet-based 
defenses in twenty minutes. Set your watch. That’ s all the time 
we have.”’ 

“It’s going to take longer than that if we have blast our 
way in,’’ the bot pointed out. 

‘“*There’s a VR headset in your gear compartment. Put it 
on. I'll be linked to your signal: I can help you override hatch 
codes. My friend Radhika knew the station inside and out. 
And, being security chief, she knew it better than Dravis. I 
have her maps and code charts right here.”’ 3 
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“Upload them to our computer,’’ Ben said. 
*‘Negative. Can’t risk the transmission. Dravis is probably 
monitoring us right now.”’ 


“*That’s right, my dear Ms. Bartonovich. I am,’’ Dravis 
said, staring at his ex-assistant on the monitor. ‘‘So you and 
Harper are aboard the Expediator? No matter. While you can 
override hatch codes, you can’t stop the drones I have waiting 
for Mr. St. John.”’ 

Dravis’s vidphone beeped. He took the call before the com- 
puter identified its origin. It was Jones, who stared at some- 
thing off camera. 

‘What is it, Doctor?’’ 

‘*Sorry, sir. Our work is finished here. If you don’t mind, 
I’m evacuating my people.”’ 

**[’ve allowed those visiting the station to leave, but you 
know the orders under Alert Five.”’ 

*‘T know the orders, sir. But the Sol fleet is breathing down 
our necks. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather take my 
chances aboard a shuttle. And by the way, I checked my ac- 
count. My bonus still hasn’t shown up.”’ 

*“Ms. Green will attend to that when she returns. Now, you 
have your orders, Dr. Jones. Failure to obey will result in total 
forfeiture of that bonus.”’ 

“‘T don’t get it, sir. Why do you need us here?’’ 

**Allowing station personnel to leave would result in a. 
panic. I won’t have that. Not now.”’ 

*“You know what, sir? You can keep my bonus. I’m getting 
out. And I’m taking my people with me.’’ Jones jerked his 
head toward a terrific clang of metal on metal. The half dozen 
people behind the man shouted as laser fire flashed and ech- 
oed. 


Then a monstrous Boss mech lumbered into view, slashing 
its way through worktables with massive claws. 

**Dravis!’’ Jones cried, dodging toward the camera. ‘‘Shut 
it down!” 

“I’m sorry, Jones, but he’s come to kill his creator. A most 
fitting and literary end, wouldn’t you say? Mary Shelley would 
be proud.”’ 

Jones’s face contorted in agony as a bolt struck the nape of 
his neck. He fell forward, his head colliding with the vid- 
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phone’s camera before he crumpled. 

*‘Drone?’’ Dravis called. 

The mech pivoted toward the camera. 

*“When you’re finished there, report directly to me.”’ 

Sans a reply, the mech turned its attention back to the re- 
searchers, who were bounding for an exit. 

Dravis broke the connection and leaned back in his chair. 

My God, old man. How many will die? 

But you knew that would happen. Every great rebellion is 
paid for in blood. So be it. I will be an elemental force in 
action, driven by cunning, by the desire for unity, by the desire 
to forge a name for myself in history. bain I’ve lost my 
mind. Perhaps I’ve never thought more clearly. . . 


29 


Braving Shiva 


““LWelcome to Maintenance Level Five,’’ the 
guide bot said. ‘‘One big maze of corridors be- 
tween air-recycling units, water purifiers, and 
refrigeration and thermal units. They don’t sell 
vacation tickets to this hole.”’ 

*‘Didn’t need the assessment,’’ Ben said. ‘“Now shuddup 
and scan.’’ He sighed and continued guiding the Pyro through 
the standard company hall, an unadorned avenue of alloy dot- 
ted by the occasional control panel and hatch. 

Three Bulk Destroyers decloaked and swooped down from 
the overhead lights. Ben recognized the mechs as destroyers, 
but they had been modified. The old three-meter-tall model 
had red sensor eyes that pulsed toward the center of a rectan- 
gular port. These metalheads leered at Ben with three round 
eyes that blinked red, blinked blue, blinked sudden laser fire 
that danced drunkenly over his still-weak forward shields. The 
drones’ triangular heads remained unchanged, but their devil’s 
horns had been replaced by thin antennae that tipped toward 
each other like conversing snakes, sparked, then shot Omega 
cannon bolts. Fat arms at the destroyers’ sides still supported 
triple Gauss cannon systems that boomed over the buzz and 
whir of lasers. 

‘‘Hey, watch out for those drones,’’ Megan shouted through 
the comm channel. 

Ben had forgotten that the VR headset he now wore had a 
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small camera mounted near his ear. ‘“Relax. I see ’em.”’ 

**Hey, check it out, Little Bird,’’ the bot said. 

Blue and orange flames shot from the overwing flamethrow- 
ers and whipped over the mechs. 

*“‘Got their weapons systems blinded, got hydraulic fluids 
superheating,’’ the bot went on. ‘‘And now we serve ’em 
breakfast.’’ 

Concussion missiles arrowed between the flamethrowers’ 
twin rails of fire. They burst over the mechs, even as the bot 
launched a second volley that blew them to smithereens. 

‘‘That was too easy,’’ Ben said. ‘“You know that, right?’’ 

‘“‘Of course. These three were sent to stall us while the oth- 
ers move in. If you’ll check the aft-cam monitor, you'll see, 
oh, I count a dozen mechs hauling ass. A couple even have 
missile lock.’’ 

‘*Holy ...’’ Ben couldn’t finish as he took in the modified ~ 
Bulk Destroyers, the hybrid Diamond Claws, the odd-looking 
S.P.LK.E. drones with their camouflage armor, and the tiny 
Internal Tactical Droids hurtling toward them like an improb- 
able mob of mechanical jackers. 

He reacted swiftly. Throttle up! One, two, three, four Smart 
bombs in the wash! ‘‘Sierra? Get me to the next hatch.”” — 

*‘Junction ahead. Turn right. Corridor will sweep up to 
Maintenance Level Four.’’ 

*‘Warning. Incoming missile,’’ the computer said. 

With the multiple reports of the Smart bombs booming be- 
hind him, Ben reached the corridor’s end and blew a chaff 
cloud. He forced the stick right, making the turn, and his star- 
board wing glanced off the wall. The missile on his tail took 
the chaff and exploded in a wave of fire that ripped through 
his wash. 

As the guide bot had announced, the corridor began to rise 
at a forty-degree angle. | 
Of course, the bot could not have predicted the Rubble Re- 
moval Robot who decloaked about twenty meters ahead and 
sped toward him at an astonishing velocity. Yes, Ben had 
faced this model before, back in Tycho Brahe, but this Bandit 
seemed hardwired to a jump drive. Green armor and crimson 
sensor eye blurred into one as the thing deftly dodged the 

guide bot’s level-six laser fire. 
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**{ thought your reactions were faster than mine!’’ Ben 
screamed at the guide bot. 

‘‘They are. They’re just not as fast as his.”’ 

The Bandit dove under the Pyro’s bow, made an odd, oo0o0- 
whip! noise, then charged off behind them with a pair of Mer- 
cury missiles in the crooks of its arms. 

Before Ben had time to curse the Bandit, a salvo of Plasma 
punched the aft shields and rumbled through the jet. Time to 
leave. He lit the afterburner and rocketed up the corridor, 
which quickly leveled off into a circular tunnel that extended 
fifty or so meters. Three, maybe four other tunnels intersected 
at sixty- and ninety-degree angles. 

A small, three-wheeled maintenance cart driven by a heavy- 
set, bearded tech in black coveralls abruptly turned the corner 
and headed toward Ben. The tech wore a headset and reached 
down to adjust a panel on his cart. 

*“Why is he working?’’ Ben said. ‘“The station’s probably 
under Alert Five. Everyone should be at their secure stations.”’ 

‘‘Fly through him,’’ the guide bot said. 

“Pll kill him.”’ | 

‘Fly through him,’’ the bot insisted. ‘Or I will.’’ 

Strangely, the tech did not look up as Ben steered right for 
him. The Pyro’s nose came within two meters, one meter— 
and the guy dematerialized. 

*‘A holo?’’ Ben asked. 

**Another trick to slow us down,’’ the guide bot answered. 
“I scanned him for the hell of it. Couldn’t get a reading. 
That’s when I realized.’’ 

*“*Yeah, but who generated that holo?’’ 

*“Maybe that guy.”’ 

Ben gaped at the monstrosity floating ahead. It had the ap- 
pendages of a second-generation Diamond Claw—four pairs 
of swingarms tipped by diamond-infused claws—but instead 
of triangular sensor eyes mounted on a pyramidal torso, the 
swingarms had become the arms and legs of a strangely fa- 
miliar bald man with black armor protecting his chest and 
groin. Blue sensor eyes glinted where human eyes should be, 
and a spaghetti of multicolored wires sprouted from the center 
of his head, trailed down his shoulders, and ran into the swing- 
arms. Thrusters grafted to his back probably kept him aloft. 

**No, Little Bird, that’s no holo.”’ 
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*‘Biomechs were outlawed ten years ago,’”’ Ben said. 

*“You think the old man cares? Bet this guy is some sucker 
exec who pissed him off.’’ 

*‘That’s more right than you know. This guy—now I know 
where I’ve seen him. Back at Novak, remember? He was 
spouting some crap about how you eat space or space eats 
you. Wore a black straitjacket. Banged his head on the bars.”’ 

*‘He’s going to bang his claws on us if we don’t waste 
him.’’ The bot ignited the flamethrower. 

But the biomech arced over the roiling flames, drew back 
its powerful arms, and brought them down with a thundering 
thwack on the Pyro’s bow. With little effort, the thing had 
penetrated shields. 

Ben gunned the jet, hoping to plow past the drone, but as 
they burst down the corridor, the biomech held fast. For a 
moment, it turned toward Ben and opened its mouth. Ben won- 
dered if it were trying to communicate, but it suddenly grim- 
aced. 

**And we hit the brakes,’’ Ben said, stopping the plane so 
suddenly that there was no way the drone could hang on. 

The biomech hardly budged. And now it used its lower set 
of swingarms to tear into the Pyro’s Forward Looking Infrared 
Radar components and cloaking systems. Damage reports 
streamed along the corners of the HUD. 

What .a minute! ‘‘Computer. Initiate static intervention 
through force shield.’’ 

‘‘Tnitiating.’”” The computer beeped a dozen rapid notes, 
then released a hum. The sound of a crackling fire passed over 
the ship, and the biomech looked at Ben, shrieked, then jerked 
back as though it had just lowered its claws into a vat of acid. 
Ben responded in kind, firing reverse thrusters and widening 
the distance between them. 

The guide bot dialed up the Gauss cannon and pumped six 
‘heavy rounds into the thing’s chest, but each explosive-tipped 
slug ricocheted harmlessly away. The thing slowly came back 
at them, wary of the static that now flickered through the 
shield like dust motes. 

“‘Let’s try a direct head shot, you stubborn bastard,’’ the 
guide bot said. Two Gauss rounds struck the biomech’s skull, 
tearing off hunks of flesh, bone, and fraying wires. The 
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thing stopped, hovered a moment, smiled, shrugged, then col- 
lapsed onto its back. 

*‘Get me out of here,’’ Ben said, repressing a chill. He 
aimed for a sealed hatch at the corridor’s end. ‘‘Okay, Megan. 
Talk to me.’’ 

‘*That thing was disgusting. I can’t believe he would—’’ 

“‘Override codes. Come on!”’ 

‘“‘Okay. You’re on Four, end of the main corridor. Okay. 
Got it. Hatch code override is yl eee T-nine.”’ 

‘*Transmitting,’’ the guide bot said. 

Ben reversed thrust as he came up fast on the door. **Uh, 
Megan? Nothing’s happening . . 

*‘Dammit. I’m sorry. Try Q-six-nine.”” 

The door slid aside. Ahead lay a similar passage that angled 
up twenty-five, maybe thirty degrees toward Maintenance 
Level 3. Behind them, two Internal Tactical Droids hovered 
over the fallen biomech like priests issuing last rites, while 
more mechs whirred toward them. A pair of Diamond Claws 
flew point and scraped their pincers together like butchers hon- 
ing blades. 

Lights smeared into single lines, and hatch signs wiped by 
too quickly to read. The empty corridor and the silence 
wouldn’t last long. Ben sensed that somewhere ahead the 
mechs were staging an ambush. He didn’t have the luxury of 
setting up a counter-ambush, and as he skimmed the damage 
report, he realized he no longer had the luxury of the long- 
range radar or the cloak. Just as well. Neither would serve him 
well in close-quarters combat. The structure would, as usual, 
interfere with the radar, and, were he to cloak, there was only 
so much maneuvering room. Mechs would simply shower the 
zone. 

Maintenance Level 3, used primarily as a storage level for 
equipment ranging from office furniture to food to spare struts 
that supported the station’s four main wings, spread out for 
three hundred meters. Circular, with main corridors forming a 
half dozen radii, the level’s design afforded the mechs ample 
cover to stage their ambush. The automap on his HUD painted 
a vivid picture of that vulnerability. When he manele the 
level’s center, they would nail him. 

“*Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Little Bird?” 

*“Maybe. Megan? When I get to the center, I bear left, cor- 
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rect? Take that corridor down to end, and there’s a big lift 
that'll take us up to Two.”’ 

**Exactly.”’ 

A crimson bolt shot past the canopy and faded into the 
distance, only to detonate a moment later on the far bulkhead. 
Ben checked the aft monitor. Mechs swept up the hall and had 
narrowed Ben’s lead to twenty meters. 

**And Sierra,’’ Ben called, ‘‘drones are ready to ambush us 
from every passage once we hit center, eh?’’ 

‘‘Makes sense. Of course, they’ll be catching each other in 
the crossfire. Doubt they’re worried about that though.”’ 

“Okay. On my mark, I want seventy-five percent of our 
shield power switched to the bow, twenty-five to the stern. Set 
Helix cannon as your primary weapon. Smart bomb count?”’ 

**Stands at three. But we still have a half dozen Proximity 
bombs. Single detonation, but effective.”’ 

**Save those. When we hit center, I want those Smarties in 
our wash. Megan? Patch directly into my ship’s comm system. 
I want you to remote-trigger that lift door from where you 
are.’’ 

He waited. 

6 ‘Megan?’ > 

“*I’m here, Ben. I heard what you said. It’s getting bad here. 
Deck four has been breached, and we’re losing pressure. 
Decks five and six are heavily damaged. They’ve initiated 
emergency fire control, whatever that is. Pilots are dying like 
crazy outside, but Yitzach won’t pull out. He’s trying to buy 
you time, Ben. I'll patch into your comm, but if I break con- 
tact, you'll know why. And Ben? I should have come down 
to the hangar. I should have—’”’ 

‘Forget it,’’ he said softly, then engaged the throttle. 

*‘Launching Smart bombs,”’ the guide bot said. 

Ben’s gaze panned the five intersecting corridors. And— 
wouldn’t you know—fifteen or twenty drones in each passage 
jockeyed for a shot. He didn’t bother to identify them and 
assess their damage potential. He simply steered left for the 
passage that ended at the lift. 

Plasma, laser, and conventional fire fell in a sudden peivige. 
He climbed a few degrees, trying to soar over the drones, but 
they ascended with him. He smashed into the first two mechs, 
a pair of burly Lou Guards whose green armor peeled across 
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the canopy and whose rolling red eyes seemed to glare for a 
second. Then he plowed through another pair of Lou Guards, 
five Fox Attack Bots, four Seekers, and three TRN Racers. 
Armor, torsos, swingarms, claws, eyes, spikes, and cannons 
splayed across his view in a montage of mechanical wreckage 
accompanied by the tremendous hammering of each collision. 

“*Forward shields: thirty percent,’’ the computer warned. 

**But we’re almost clear,’’ the guide bot countered. 

“‘Oh, really?’’ Ben gaped at the quartet of Omega Defense 
Spawn waiting for him about ten meters ahead. Just two me- 
ters wide, with white-and-red spiked armor, the little drones 
would throw themselves at him like kamikaze pilots. Even a 
glancing blow would trigger concentrated explosive systems. 

The Pyro’s Vulcan cannons rattled as the guide bot deliv- 
ered salvo after salvo, taking out the first Spawn, the second, 
and the third. 

But the last mech darted up, out of the ~ bot’s bead, 
then dove for the Pyro. 

**Take him out,’’ Ben shouted. 

Redirecting fire, the guide bot tried in vain to catch the little 
Spawn. Ben threw up his hands as the thing burst into a sphere 
of white light across the forward shields. 

‘Shield strength critical,’’ the computer said. ‘‘Nineteen 
percent and falling. Conversion in progress. Estimated time 
for full recharge: eleven minutes.”’ 

“**Check that lift door,’’ Megan said. 

Ben gave a faint sigh. “‘It’s opening.’’ He slowed, took the 
Pyro into the wide lift, then pivoted to face the oncoming 
drones. ‘‘Okay, Megan, we’re in. Activate.”’ 

As the door began to cycle closed, a thin Fervid 99 safety 
and rescue robot charged ahead of the pack and loosed a half 
dozen red orbs of Plasma. Ben seized weapons control from 
the bot and launched his own globules to neutralize the volley. 
He caught the first two orbs, and the last four struck the lift 
door as it sealed shut. The Fervid. collided with hatch; then 
Ben heard it draw back and launch uninterrupted waves of 
Plasma as he lowered the Pyro’s skids and landed. 

‘‘Wait a minute, Ben. I’m reading the plans. If you can blow 
through the top of that lift, you can take the shaft all the way 
up to the Executive Level. The lift used to go up there during 
construction, but since then they’ve limited it to the mainte- 
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nance levels. If you can get through the door at the top of that 
shaft, you’ll be forty meters from Dravis’s office.’’ 

“‘Give me a second. Computer. Scan lift overhead for in- 
tegrity. Estimate time to cut through.”’ 

*‘Material analyzed. Estimate cut through time at six-point- 
one minutes with level-six lasers.’’ 

**“You hear that, Megan?’’ 

**“Yeah. You don’t have time for that. Okay. I think I can 
at least override the code and get that lift up to Level One.’’ 

6 ‘Do an? 

‘‘And Little Bird?’’ the guide bot called. ‘‘Once we’re up 
on One, I got an idea.”’ 

Ben’s stomach dropped as the lift engaged. Designed to 
carry loads much larger and heavier than the Pyro, the lift shot 
up with enough velocity to raise his pulse. On Maintenance 
Level 1, the door rolled aside. 

And, like executives waiting to pile in after a long day, five 
Bandits hovered at the entrance, their long swingarms wob- 
bling impatiently, sensors lighting in surprise. 

“*Megan, close the damned door!”’ 

“*Closing.”’ 

Too late. The five Bandits piled inside, surrounded the Pyro, 
and began freeing the remaining missiles in Ben’s cache. The 
door sealed after them, so at least they couldn’t glide off with 
anything they stole. Still, Ben didn’t have an autoprep system 
at his disposal to remount the ordnance. 

‘‘Mercury missile seal breached,’’ the computer said. 
*‘Weapon dislodged.”’ 

A chorus of wails poured into Ben’s headset as the guide 
bot activated the static intervention system. The Bandits 
floated clear of the Pyro, but the damage had been done. 

Remaining missile cache: zero. Fusion, Omega, and Spread- 
fire cannons removed. Vulcan and Gauss cannon ammo par- 
tially dislodged. Count standing at 1,234 rounds. Laser 
systems and Helix cannon still operational. Flamethrower still 
on-line. Forward shields at 21 percent; aft shields holding 
steady at 25. 

*‘Megan, on my mark, you will open the door,’’ the guide 
bot said. ‘‘Ready? Mark!”’ 

As the door opened, the guide bot lit maneuvering thrusters, 
ignited the flamethrower, and took the jet into a spin. Ben 
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smashed into the starboard canopy and remained glued there 
as a ring of fire encircled the Pyro. The bot suddenly broke 
from the spin, shouted, ‘““Seal the door!’’ to Megan, then 
tipped the jet back and targeted a wide panel latch on the 
ceiling. Level-four laser fire melted away the latch, and the 
panel swung down. ‘‘Little Bird? Get on the ready line.’’ 

Blinking off the dizziness, Ben glanced at the open panel, 
and the guide bot’s plan clicked. He unbuckled his harness. 

**There’s a grenade satchel back there. And grab a few extra 
clips,’’ the bot said. ‘‘I’ll keep them busy down here. Megan? 
This shaft is not detailed on my map. [IC report is inconclu- 
sive. How far up is the Exec Level?’’ | 

““One hundred and two meters.”’ 

**Too far. Little Bird? I’m coming out there with you.”’ 

Ben stood and moved into the access tube. He reached the 
hold, lifted open a compartment, and removed one of the gre- 
nade satchels. Concussion, Smart, and Fusion bombs filled the 
bag, about twenty in all. He slung it over his shoulder and 
activated the ramp as the guide bot hovered at his shoulder. 
**So you’re going to fly me up?’’ 

*‘What? You think [ll drop you?’’ 

**Not accidentally.’’ 

**You still owe me for saving your butt. I want to collect. 
And FYI: We got thirteen minutes until Dravis’s Boss mechs 
are in position.”’ 

A rapid booming reverberated through the lift door. 

“Diamond Claws,’’ Ben said. . 

**They’ll cut through in a minute or two. Throw that satchel 
strap over me, and let’s fly.’’ 

Ben removed the satchel and tossed the strap over two of. 
the guide bot’s triangular wings. He gripped the nylon, and 
the bot carried him out of the Pyro and up toward the open 
panel. They soared through hole and into the shaft’s consum- 
ing darkness. ‘‘Better hurry,’’ Ben said, his voice strained. 
**My back is sore as hell. Must’ve torn it open again.”’ 

The bot purred and continued rising at full thruster. Ben’s 
arms stiffened with pain, and just when he thought he couldn’t 
hang on anymore, they reached a pair of doors bathed in the 
dim crimson light of the guide bot’s sensor. The bot launched 
a flare, and in the better light, the drone neared the doors and 
set Ben down on a ledge barely wider than his boots. With 
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one hand still gripping the satchel’s strap, Ben reached into 
the bag and withdrew a Fusion grenade with magnetic mount, 
the most powerful bomb in the pack. After slapping the steel 
orb onto the door, he set the timer for fifteen seconds and ~ 
activated. ‘‘Go.”’ 

As the bot ripped him from the ledge and descended, Ben 
swallowed and ticked off the seconds. Three, two— 

Four distinct thunderclaps echoed from above, and a pow- 
erful concussion tore over him. He strained to hang on, fingers 
throbbing with exertion. Although the blast wave still rolled 
down on them, the guide bot fought through, zigzagging up 
toward the hatch. . 

**Ready another grenade. We’ve got a Xenophobe just past 
the door,’’ the guide bot said. 

Groaning, Ben reached into the satchel as they glided into 
the swelling smoke. ‘‘I’m ready. But I can’t see jack.”’ 

*‘Just throw it straight, Little Bird!’’ 

Ben tossed the bomb, and the guide bot jerked him back 
through the smoke. | 

The Xenophobe emitted an odd trill, then the Fusion bomb 
issued four thundering notes. : 

Now in the far corner of the shaft, Ben turned his back on 
the explosions. The force drove him forward, smashing his 
helmet onto the steel and pinning his chest and legs. Above, 
the guide bot’s thruster hissed against the wall, tossing down 
reflected wash. Ben’s arms began to shake. His fingers loos- 
ened on the strap. ‘‘Get me in there.”’ 

Traveling the ten meters across the shaft in half as many 
heartbeats, the bot set him down on the corridor’s uneven 
floor. The Fusion bomb had torn jagged holes in the plating, 
and an obstacle course of debris lay below clouds of dissipat- 
ing smoke. Lights in the corridor had gone out, and the bot 
launched a couple of flares to get him started. 

“*Go save our ride,’’ Ben told the drone as he withdrew a 
new Navy-issue R990 pulse pistol from his holster. The 
weapon was no Marine Corps Q66, but its azure-colored 
Plasma rounds would do an efficient if unglamorous job. 

‘*P’ll keep the channel open,’’ the bot said, then purred and 
soared off. 

Ben started through the dimly lit corridor, gingerly stepping 
over smoldering pieces of hatch and wall. Suddenly, the deck 
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seemed to give way. He lost his balance, fell toward the op- 
posite wall, and slapped palms on the quivering steel. In fact, 
the entire station shook for an instant. ‘‘Megan? What’s hap- 


“pening out there?’ 


**We lost contact, Little Bird.’ 

“Is the Expediator still out there?’’ 

“*Can’t talk now,’’ the bot said. ‘‘I’ll let you know.”’ 

“wime?’ 

*‘Nine minutes. Move your ass.’’ 

With a snort, Ben hustled to his feet and skulked along the 
wall, gaze darting, finger balanced on R990’s trigger. He 
couldn’t see much through the smoke, and his boot crashed 
against a metal shard about a meter wide. It clanged loudly 
across the floor. He swore and froze. Waited. The smoke 
cleared a bit more, but the guide bot’s flares grew dim. The 
hall ended at an intersecting corridor, about twenty meters 
away. After a right turn, Dravis’s anteroom lay about ten me- 
ters beyond. He planned his route through the remaining 
pieces of hatch and decided to make a run for it. He took in 
a long breath and sprinted off. 

Boots pounded. His breath came in ragged bursts. He tossed 


| _ a look back. Smoke. Flickering light as one flare died. Noth- 


ing. He leapt over a particularly long but narrow piece of steel 
and landed in open hall. He paused. Glanced back. The second 
flare died. Nothing. 

Son of a bitch is baiting me again, leading me right to his 
office. He doesn’t want to miss the show. He’ll kill me there. 

At the intersection ahead, shadows gathered on the wall to 
form a mech’s sharp-angled silhouette. Ben tensed, straining 
to identify the thing, then figured he would do that after he 
shot it to hell. 

Hunched over, presenting as small a target as possible, he 
advanced, his pistol focused on the shadow. ‘‘What’s your 
problem?’’ he asked the mech. ‘‘Move.”’ 

But as he neared the intersection, he saw that water and not 
shadows darkened the bulkhead. A conduit had ruptured inside 
the wall. He rose, fell back onto a hatch marked OFFICE OF 
THE SHIPPING CHIEF, and remained there to calm down and 
gather his breath. Feeling claustrophobic and encumbered by 
his flight suit, he removed his helmet, unzipped the suit, and 
sloughed it off. Wearing the brown, Navy-issue tunic and 
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slacks, he scooped up the grenade satchel, strapped on his 
utility belt and holster, then rounded the corner. 

The two side doors leading into Dravis’s anteroom hung 
open. Gone were the overstuffed couches, the antique cherry- 
wood end tables and curio cabinet that displayed extragalactic 
mineral samples. Even the shelves had been removed, the 
books probably carted off to the old man’s new office, the 
office of the president. Quickmet stones had been installed 
along the outer walls, and a new reinforced alloy hatch re- 
placed the big oak door and ornate gold handle. 

Ben stole his way up to the doors, then charged into the 
anteroom, pivoting to sweep his pistol toward every gray cor- 
ner. No mech, no security officer sprang from the shadows. 

You’re true to form, Dravis. True to the very end. 

Working quickly, Ben checked the door’s control panel: 
locked. He placed grenades at the hatch’s four corners and set 
timers to twenty seconds. He rushed from the anteroom, 
reached the intersection, then ducked around the corner. 


30 


The Universe Winked 
and Said, “| Qwe You” 


Ben hunkered down and buried his head in his 
™~ knees as the grenades went off. The deck rat- 
tled, and the reports took a surprisingly long 
time to fade. Once they had, he set down the 
satchel, gripped his pistol, and started down the 
hall toward a still-billowing cloud of black smoke. 

Holding his breath, he kicked his way through hot fragments 
of hatch and jagged pieces of quickmet stone splayed across 
the floor. He coughed and blinked back tears from the smoke, 
but managed to spot Dravis seated at his desk on the far side 
of the room. The old man wore his usual dark suit and red tie 
accompanied by an uncharacteristic expression of surprise, al- 
beit mild. | 

Ben holstered his pistol and took long strides toward the 
- man, passing a large, rectangular monitor displaying Earth’s 
continents outlined in phosphorescent green below a legion of 
red dots moving toward them. A digital clock below the map 
read 00:01:32. 

Dravis remained in his rolling, over-padded swivel chair, 
his expression growing more self-assured as Ben approached. 
Enraged by the old man’s arrogance, Ben reached the large 
desk, seized one corner, and threw it aside, leaving Dravis 
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near the stone wall behind him. The old man steepled 
his fingers and actually smiled. 

Ben gritted his teeth and shook a finger. ‘I’ ve waited a Jong 
time for this, Dravis. We’ve got a few issues to resolve.” 

‘‘T know we’ve had our differences, but let’s not be hasty. 
I may have an offer that will appeal to—’’ 

Ben slammed his boot between Dravis’s legs, struck the 
chair, and sent the old man crashing into the wall. ‘‘Please. 
Don’t let me interrupt. Go on.’’ 

**T see that I underestimated you, Material Defender. I’m 
prepared to let bygones be bygones. I’m sure we can work out 
a mutually satisfactory deal.’’ The old man gestured toward a 
chair across the room. ‘‘Please, sit down.”’ 

**?’'d rather stand. And I’m not your Material Defender any- 
more.’’ Ben took a step forward, leaned down, and got 
squarely in the old man’s face. ‘‘Now let’s talk about Eliza- 
beth, about the money you owe me, and about how you sab- 
Otaged my warpcore, you son of a bitch.”’ 

**Ben?’’ 

He craned his head toward a side door leading into the ex- 
ecutive assistant’s office. Elizabeth came forward from the 
shadows, her hair even shorter than he remembered, her blue 
silk dress clinging to her hips. She had lost a little weight— 
looked more like a model than a doctor—and something else 
seemed different, though he wasn’t sure what. 

*“You see? She’s unharmed,’’ Dravis said. ‘‘And as for your 
money—well, you haven’t read your Standard Mercenary 
Agreement very closely.”’ 

Ben ignored Dravis and hurried toward Elizabeth. He 
slowed as he noticed her retreat a step. ‘‘Are you—”’ 

“‘’'m perfect, Ben. I’ve never felt better.’’ She abruptly 
crossed to him and touched his cheek. Since their divorce, she 
had never acted so tender. ‘‘You look tired. Why don’t you 
sit?’’ 

He shook his head and stared at the fail-safe monitor on the 
wall across the room. ‘‘I didn’t come to chat.”’ 

**You shouldn’t have come. Peri 

As he glanced back to her, he retilized she ihadtitead ak 
pistol and now aimed it him. ‘‘Oh, no. Not you. What has he 
done?’’ He spun to face the old man. ‘‘What have you done!”’ 
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‘‘He hasn’t done anything,’’ Elizabeth said. ‘‘It’s what 
you’ ve done, Ben. It’s what you’ve been doing for too long.’’ 

Ben stormed back to Dravis, grabbed the old man by the 
collar, and jerked him forward. ‘‘Is that how you do it? Brain- | 
wash everyone around you? What has she got? One of your 
interfaces?”’ 

Dravis gasped and said, ‘‘Release me.”’ 

**Let him go, Ben. Don’t make me shoot.”’ 

He shoved Dravis back into the chair and turned to Eliza- 
beth. ‘“‘Look at me, Beth. It’s me. You’d really shoot?’’ 

Her nod came too quickly. Then, as she stepped into the 
brighter light near Dravis’s desk, Ben realized that something 
had been stolen from her eyes, a powerful essence that had 
always reminded him of why he had fallen in love. He reached 
Out to her. 

She backed away. ‘‘Don’t...’’ 

Locking his gaze on hers, Ben took a step closer. 3 
Her back pressed against the wall. With nowhere to turn, 
- she raised the pistol to his head. 

He kept coming until the muzzle hung just a finger’s length 
away. ‘‘Look at me, Beth. Don’t you remember that night at 
my parents’ house when we sneaked out into the yard and 
made love under the stars? Don’t you remember the sand? 
That powdery sand all over us? The feel of it? And the roar 
of jets from the strike base? Don’t you remember that? Don’t 
you?’’ 

“*T remember,’’ she said coldly. ‘‘But those days are gone. 
We'll never get them back—because of you. This is one time 
that you can’t control me.”’ 

**You don’t understand, Beth. I’m not the one controlling 
you.’ Ben tipped his head at Dravis. ‘‘He is.”’ 

**He’s given me more peace in my life than you ever did. 
Now sit down and listen to him.”’ 

Ben averted his gaze, nodded, then shifted to the chair— 

Only to whirl back and swipe the pistol from her hand. 
**You don’t know what you’re doing.”’ 

She glowered. ‘‘Neither do you.”’ 

*‘All right, Dravis,’’ Ben said, training the gun on the old 
man. “‘I see your fail-safe over there. Time to deactivate the 
virus.’ He glanced at the map. Forty seconds remained until 
the Boss mechs would be in position. 
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Dravis lifted his palms. ‘‘I know when to admit defeat.”’ 

**Your only virtue. Get up.”’ 

As the old man rose, Ben heard a faint hum emanating from 
behind. He turned to the sound. 

But something clutched his waist and lifted him from the 
floor. He cocked his head at a broad-shouldered security drone 
with scorched gray armor and sensor eyes shaped like horns. 
The thing’s powerful claws squeezed tighter as he tried to pry 
them off. Then he bent his arm and aimed the pistol over his 
shoulder. Even as he pulled the trigger, a third swingarm ap- 
peared from nowhere and sent the pistol skittering across the 
floor. The mech lifted him a bit higher, its grip promising to 
spill his guts. 

*‘Now you were saying something about deactivating the 
virus?’’ Dravis had never looked more pleased with himself. 

*““Okay, okay. Ill sit down.”’ 

*“You should have listened to my offer, Mr. St. John. Too 
late now. You came so close, eh?’’ He snickered. ‘‘You’re 
nothing more than a Material Defender, a poor Material De- 
fender.’’ He gave an exaggerated sigh, glanced to Elizabeth, 
then folded his arms over his chest. “‘Farewell, Mr. St. John. 
Drone? Kill him.”’ 

**Elizabeth?’’ Ben called. ‘‘Don’t let him do this.’’ ~ 

She shielded her eyes with a hand and stepped toward the 
executive assistant’s office. 

“*Elizabeth, please—’’ 

The mech’s increasing grip transformed Ben’s plead into a 
shriek as it began to squeeze him to death. He wailed again 
but broke off as he heard a familiar purring. Suddenly, a— 
gleaming yellow spike shot over his shoulder and struck the 
wall above Dravis. Another split the air, hit the wall. A third 
razored overhead. Flares came in a wave and clanged off the 
security drone’s back as the purring grew louder. Though help 
had arrived, Ben’s gaze narrowed toward a borderland of dark- 
ness. He thought he heard Dravis scream, but he couldn’t be | 
sure. A warm tingle suddenly told him that he would wake up 
back in his FY39 Interceptor. Powell Stephenson would be 
flying his wing, and they would be chasing a hijacked exec- 
utive transport. He would be a Marine again. Working for the 
company had just been a nightmare brought on by too many 
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ops and not enough sleep. That’s what he needed. Sleep. Drift 
off. Make it all go away.... | 

The mech released its grip. Ben dropped to his knees, fought 
for breath, then rolled over to watch as the guide bot went 
head to head with the heavily armed drone. A laser cannon 
set into the mech’s claw unleashed a round that pummeled the 
guide bot’s dorsal wing and sent it spiraling toward the floor. 

Exploiting the diversion, Ben dove for his pistol, rolled up 
_ with it, then balanced it on his knee as the mech pivoted to 
face him. He fired a pair of blue bolts that split into a thousand 
tendrils across the mech’s force shield. He delivered a third 
shot that penetrated the shield and wriggled into seams in the 
mech’s armor. A fourth round blew off the mech’s right swin- 
garm, and before the arm hit the floor, Ben triggered a fifth 
shot that decapitated the drone. Showers of sparks jetted from 
the robot’s neck as it rolled back and dropped with a rever- 
berating clangor onto the stone floor. 

Leaning forward, Ben grimaced as phantom claws contin- 
ued to tear into his waist. He tugged up his shirt and flinched 
as he studied the deep red bands on his skin. Then he rose 
and staggered to the guide bot, whose sensor eye flickered and 
illumined a tower of smoke pouring from its damaged thruster. 
**Sierra? You with me?’’ 

“Barely. Can’t fly you back to our ride. My wings have 
been clipped.”’ 

**You’ve carried me long enough.”’ 

‘Don’t get poetic—or sappy. Just get to that fail-safe. 
Mechs have already begun their attack. We’re plus fifty sec- 
onds on the clock.’’ 

Ben shifted to the far corner of the room, but his weary 
gaze met an image that left him feeling as cold and empty as 
the interstellar medium. 

Dravis stood pinned against the stone wall by three flares. 
One had struck his shoulder, another his hip. The fatal blow 
had come from a spike to the heart. He looked sallow and 
inhuman, like a discarded marionette, arms dangling, head 
hung to one side, drool streaming from his mouth. He lifted 
his head, regarded Ben with misty eyes, then coughed up a 
wad of clotted blood and fell slack. 

Wincing, Ben looked back at the guide bot and imagined | 
Sierra Taurus lying injured on the floor. The old pilot would 
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backhand sweat from his face and gaze fiercely at Dravis’s 
body. Ben told himself that he should wear the same look of 
hatred, but he could muster only a bitter grin. He didn’t feel 
rewarded or triumphant. The emptiness persisted, and all he 
could think of was how Dravis had taken a perfectly good life 
and wasted it—simply because he could. There was the beauty 
and tragedy of free will. Ben tried to shake off the feeling as 
he crossed quickly to the fail-safe system. He touched a power 
switch to bring the touchscreen on-line and read the choices: 


TRANSMIT VIRUS 
ACTIVATE VIRUS 
DEACTIVATE VIRUS 


‘At least this part’s simple,’’ he muttered, then tapped to 
deactivate. 

**Are you sure you wish to deactivate?’’ the computer said — 
in its amiable feminine voice. The screen flashed buttons for 
yes and no. 

Ben touched the ‘‘yes’’ button, and a blue beam of light 
shot at his face. He blinked and realized that the entire touch- 
screen now glowed red: 


IDENTIFICATION NEGATIVE 
RETINA SCAN FAILED 


“*Great. Just great.”’ 

The computer verbalized the obvious, then added a cheerful, ~ 
‘Thank you. Have a nice day.”’ 

Swearing, Ben stomped away from the touchscreen. He 
glared into nothingness, then looked up and saw Elizabeth 
stroking Dravis’s cheek. He wanted to go to her and wrench 
her away, but an idea slowly warmed. ‘‘Hey, Dravis? Can you 
lend a hand?’’ He hustled over and tore the dimming flare 
from the old man’s hip. 

“‘What are you doing?’’ Elizabeth asked through her out- 
rage. ‘‘He’s already dead. Leave him.”’ 

Ben reached for the flare in Dravis’s shoulder. 

Elizabeth grabbed his wrist. ‘‘Stop it!”’ . 

He tore from her grasp and yanked out the blood-soaked 
flare. Then he locked both hands around the flare in Dravis’s 
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heart. He freed the spike, and the old man’s body collapsed 
onto him. 

**“Why?’’ she shrieked. ‘“Why do you have to desecrate his 
memory?’’ 

- Ignoring her for a moment, he dragged Dravis’s body to the 
chair and set it down. ‘“‘/’m desecrating his memory? He 
doesn’t need my help.’’ Ben leaned down and whispered into 
the corpse’s ear, ‘‘I knew we’d finally be on the same side— 
and I knew it would be over your dead body.’’ He wheeled 
the chair to the touchscreen, brought up the menu, then held 
Dravis’s eyes open while lifting the old man’s hand to the 
deactivate button. Blue light flashed over Dravis’s face. The 

touchscreen went black for a second. Ben held his breath. 
“Identification positive,’’ the computer said. ‘‘Uploading 
deactivation code. Reading systems. Please wait. Codes ac- 
cepted. Virus deactivated.’’ 

**Well, we’re a little late,’’ Ben said through a sigh. ‘“Hope 
the fleet held them off for a minute or two.”’ 

“*Hey, Little Bird? Shiva’s defenses are going down. The 
Expediator has just received orders from the Joint Chiefs to 
destroy this station. Yitzach can’t stall them. The carrier’s got 
a Clear lock.”’ 

**Any word from Harper or Megan?’’ 

~ **Comm officers won’t let me through. I’m not authorized.”’ 

‘*Idiots,’’ Ben said. He rushed to Elizabeth, who now leaned 
on the wall, looking dazed. ‘*Beth, c’mon.”’ 

**I’ve got this terrible headache. I feel like something’s been 
crawling inside me.’’ She suddenly looked confused. ‘‘Ben, 
how did you get here?’’ 

Her question raised a broad grin. ‘‘Guess you’re back.”’ 

**Back? From where?’’ 

**The executive level of hell.’’ With that, he grabbed her 
hand and crossed to the guide bot. He hoisted the little drone, 
tucked it under his arm, then started for the door. 

Elizabeth paused in the doorway. ‘‘Ben? What happened to 
Dravis?’’ : 

The ex—interim president sat slumped in his chair beneath 
the towering red letters P T M C. 

Ben lingered a moment, gazing upon Dravis with a renewed 
but silent fury. He let the image burn into his memory, then 
faced Elizabeth. ‘‘Come on.”’ 
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* * * 

After picking their way through the rubble, they reached the 
hallway outside the anteroom. ‘‘Now, talk to me, Sierra. 
Where did you leave our ride?’’ Ben asked. : 

“‘Just outside the lift on Maintenance Level One. Autotrack 
systems are still engaged. Ship’s computer tells me that all 
attacking drones went into standby mode after we deactivated 
the virus.”’ 

**So we’re good to go with no resistance.”’ 

‘‘None from them. Probably won’t face any from security 
teams, either, since Alert Five is still up. But now that the 
command center has weapons control, they’ll have to take on 
the fleet. I’m monitoring their interdepartmental transmissions. 
They’re in a state of confusion up there now, but once they 
see the Expediator barreling down on them, they’!l open fire.”’ 

**So they'll be busy with the fleet, and we’ll slip out of 
here. It’s a cakewalk.”’ 

A rumble lifted Ben’s gaze to the far end of the corridor. 

‘*Missile attacks,’’ the guide bot said. ‘‘Starhawks in the 
area, taking on three squadrons of Dravis’s mercs. Once we 
hit the vac, your cakewalk is over.”’ 


As they reached the Pyro, bulkheads groaned under dozens 
of detonations, some far off, some just on the other side of 
Level 1’s armor. They double-timed into the ship, and the 
guide bot chuckled as Ben strapped it to the back of his seat. 
“*So now it’s my turn to backseat pilot, eh, Little Bird?’’ 

‘““You’ve earned the rare privilege.’’ As the bot snorted a 
reply, Ben gazed down the access tube and into the hold. 
**Beth, you strapped in?’’ 

‘*Yeah. And please. Be gentle.’’ 

“‘Right.’” He would be as gentle as an ex—military combat 
pilot could be. 

After checking the bot’s restraints, he sat and buckled in, 
sorely feeling the absence of his flight suit and helmet. He 
should have had the good sense to recover them on the way 
out, but everything had moved too fast. He gave the HUD and 
instrument panels the once-over to tally ordnance and shield 
strength. Not much had changed. All systems hot. The Bandits 
had absconded with all of his missiles as well as his Fusion, 
Omega, and Spreadfire cannons. He still had Vulcan and 
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Gauss cannons, but the guide bot had driven the ammo count 
down to 221 rounds. Lasers one through six remained on-line, 
but the fuel cell held at only 40 percent. Phoenix and Plasma 
cannons reported damaged; weapons not functioning. The He- 
lix cannon still worked, but Ben suspected that Fate had sim- 
ply forgotten to damage it and would return after its lunch 
hour to complete the job. Shield strength had risen only to 29 
percent forward, 35 percent aft since the guide bot had fended 
off a host of drones. Ben sighed loudly, throttled up, and 
turned the Pyro back toward the lift. 


They rode down to Maintenance Level 1, traversed the cir- 
cular storage area without incident, then headed down to Bays 
20 and 21. Ben silently took the guide bot’s instructions and 
flew at full throttle until he came face to face with the nanotech 
repair crew’s black seal over the demolished bay door. ‘‘Com- 
puter. Scan seal. IIC report.’’ 

‘‘Temporary Gorvel seal in place. Estimate cut-through time 
at four minutes, thirty seconds using level-six lasers.’’ 

*“What about Helix cannon?’’ 

**Fire not concentrated. Cut through time estimated at ‘dame 
one minutes, thirty secon 

“Can I ever catch a break?” : 

“‘T have the override code to get us into Bay Nineteen. 
Maybe we can get the mooring clamps on-line and get into 
the airlock,’’ the guide bot said. 

**Could’ ve told me that first.’’ 

**T thought it might be quicker for us to cut through.”’ 

*“Why did you wait for the onboard comp’s analysis?’’ 

**Hey, Little Bird. I’m multitasking my ass off over here— 
and with damaged systems.”’ 

Ben glanced left and saw the door leading into Bay 19. He 
banked hard and took the Pyro to the hatch, which shook a 
moment before sliding aside. The bay ahead mirrored Bay 21, 
save for the ships berthed along its walls. Eleven executive 
transports stood in rows, each bearing the PTMC logo, a logo 
that soured Ben’s expression. ‘“Can you patch into the moor- 
ing system?’’ 

“Tm trying. Nope. Can’t do it. Alert Five has locked me 
out.’’ 

‘‘Dammit!’’ 
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‘‘The Expediator is opening her tubes.”’ 

In desperation, Ben dialed up level-six lasers and concen- 
trated fire on the inner airlock door, a wide gray hatch about 
ten meters away. 

‘*You’re just wasting cell power,’’ the bot yelled. 

‘Ben? You there?’’ 

He barely heard the faint, tinny voice over the din of im- 
pacts. “‘Megan?’’ 

**Yeah.’’ Her face lit up the comm screen. ‘‘I’m sorry. We 
had to evacuate the bridge because—’”’ 

‘‘We’re in Bay Nineteen. Blow both airlock doors. Now!’’ 

“‘Okay.’’ She glanced off camera. ‘Searching for the codes. 
Damn, this thing is slow.”’ 

Ben drummed his fingers nervously on his hip. He gritted 
his teeth, shook his head, waited, couldn’t take it anymore. 
**“Me gan!” 9 

‘*Got ’em. Transmitting now.”’ : 

The inner door swooshed open, and Ben maneuvered the 
Pyro into the narrow airlock. 

*‘Count five Fusion torpedoes incoming,’’ the guide bot 
said. ‘‘Range: one thousand meters and closing. Impact in nine 
seconds.”’ 

‘‘Separate code for the outer door,’’ Megan said. ‘‘Search- 
ing. Got it.”’ 

With a hiss quickly strangled by the vacuum, the outer door 
slid slowly aside, unveiling a night sky transpierced by dozens 
of dogfights, by hundreds of laser bolts and Plasma globules, 
by thousands of individual explosions, some just pinpricks of 
light, others erupting in conflagrations that quickly bowed to 
more recent detonations. 

Beyond the fray, the Expediator floated like some immense, 
enraged sea mammal amid her support ships. And farther be- 
yond, the rest of the Sol fleet’s carriers, dreadnoughts, and 
destroyers assumed flanking positions and closed in on Shiva. 

‘‘Okay, White Tiger,’’ Ben said, addressing the guide bot 
by Sierra Taurus’s old call sign. ‘“Pay attention.”’ 

The afterburners burst to life, launching the Pyro straight 
out of the airlock. Bolts pounded the bow and the aft quarter, 
and riveted their way along the upper port wing as the ship 
became entangled in the furball. Ben wrenched the stick left, 
rolling hard and fast, heading toward an oasis of calm along 
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the Area Of Operation’s perimeter. The HUD showed multiple 
contacts swarming the zone, with Starhawks as blue specters, 
-PTMC mercenaries as red. The five Fusion torpedoes cut 
through the swarm and struck the glowing outline of Shiva 
Station. Ben doubled back to take in the view for himself. 

Mushrooms of yellow fire grew from the station’s upper 
wings, shone brilliantly for a few seconds, then dispersed in 
wisps. Pieces of armor and pulverized communications anten- 
nae were pitched away near the detonations, but the station’s 
big guns continued to eruct thick rounds toward the fleet. 
Short-range tactical cannons tracked Starhawks that flitted 
_about the command center superstructure. 

‘*Fusion torpedoes partially absorbed by shields,’’ the guide 
bot said. ‘“They’ll have to launch another salvo if they expect 
to bring her down.”’ 

' **We’ll leave that to them. Let’s help out these pilots. Com- 
_ puter. Patch into Starhawk audio channel.’’ 

‘““Communications established.”’ 

Ben reached the furball’s fringe and broke into a long turn, 
ready to rejoin the battle. He listened intently to the Star- 
hawks’ channel: 

— **You see him? You see him, Nine?’’ 

*‘T got nothing! I’m jammed from here to Mons. Get him 
off me, Joey!’’ 

*‘T’m in-to... wait a minute. Got one coming in on your 
five, Major. Chaff and jink.’’ 

Four fighters darted fifty meters below Ben: two Starhawks, 
the other two Pyro-GX attack planes belonging to mercenaries. 
Ben spotted the big Ls painted on one Starhawk’s wings, iden- 
tifying it as Major Scotia’s plane. He dove to assist. 

“‘T’m defensive,’’ Scotia said. “‘Joey, you stay with Nine!”’ 

‘*But, Major, he’s right on your—’’ 

**Stay with Nine!”’ 

“‘’'m in to assist,’’ Ben said. ‘‘Joey? Take Nine as or- 
dered.”’ 

**Who the hell is that?’’ 

*“Do what he says,’’ Scotia said. ‘‘Hey, Vampire? Can you 
return a favor?’’ 

*“‘Don’t worry, Major. I hate owing people. Set course for 
_ grid five-one-seven by three-two-four. We’ll get you out of 

the friendly fire zone and set him up. Break on my mark.”’ 
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“*Course set.”’ 

**“Mark!’’ 2 

As Ben dove toward the Pyro on Scotia’s tail, she pulled 
up ninety degrees, then turned slowly to port, dragging the 
mercenary with her like an old-time advertising banner. With 
Scotia’s plane now at his eleven o’clock and the merc at his 
two o’clock, Ben had a clean shot. He centered the reticle and 
squeezed off bolts of laser fire that dissipated ineffectually 
over the merc’s shields. He increased thrust, climbed toward 
the bandit, then rattled off another salvo. 

“*His shields are at ninety percent,’’ the guide bot said. 

*“*And we got no secondary ordnance.”’ 

‘Little Bird? You know what you have to do.”’ 

And Ben did. He continued tracking the merc, who clung 
to Scotia’s tail as if by invisible threads. ‘‘Major? Keep your 
eyes bugged to aft. When you see me in the peri, yank a cobra 
and fall back. He’ll be in your sights.’’ 

**Roger. Now hurry up!’’ 

‘*‘We’ll come up on his twelve from below,’’ Ben told the : 
guide bot. ‘‘Six-G climb.”’ 

*‘T hear you. I'll be ready,”’ the bot assured him. 

**T’ll hate myself for this later. Beth?’’ 

‘*Yeah?’’ 

**Close your eyes and don’t fight it.’’ 

**What’s happening?”’ 

Pouring all thrust into the main cones and diverting aft 
shield power to the bow, Ben hurtled himself toward the mer-. 
cenary. The Pyro’s belly grew from a dot to a scorched sheet 
of riveted alloy as the G force gauge ticked up from three to 
four to— 

**G-LOC!”” Ben groaned as his gaze coalesced into dark- 
ness. He felt his seat shake as they struck the mercenary’ S 
bow, then his body divided into two ghosts, one spinning 
through the other. 

**Got him locked on! Mercury one. Mercury two. He’ S eva- 
sive. Missiles didn’t take the chaff. Still on him. Still on him. 
Bingo!’”’ 

That sounded like Scotia. Did I do it? 

Cold, hard needles pierced Ben’s face and neck as he 
opened his eyes and blood flooded back into his head. The 
canopy and HUD wavered, focused, wavered again. His stom- 


280 PETER TELEP 


ach cursed him for abandoning his flight suit, and his now- 

raging migraine testified to his carelessness. ‘‘Report,’’ he said 

weakly. , 

_ **Scotia here. Bandit terminated. And Vampire? Have you 
seen your ride lately?’’ 

Only then did Ben notice the multiple warning lights on the 
HUD. The guide bot had thankfully muted the audio alarms. 
Forward shields at 1 percent and recharging. Hull breach to 
bow. Nanotech repair crews initiating emergency procedures. 
Ben glanced past the data bar and saw how the starboard bow 
had been smashed in about a meter. The damage extended 
from nose to cockpit. 

“‘Hey, you with me, Captain?’’ 

He looked to the comm screen. Scotia had flipped up her 
faceplate, and her dark features tightened in concern. ‘‘I’m 
with you. But I’m not a captain anymore.”’ 

‘‘Not if I have anything to say about it. You ever think 
about flying Navy?’’ 

‘Before Ben could answer, the Expediator’s comm officer 
cut into the channel. ‘‘Force Seven-Five-Nine, break off at- 
tack. Evacuate AO for long-range ordnance strike, roger.”’ 

**There it is,’’ the guide bot said. ‘“Torpedoes primed and 
locked onto Shiva’s reactor. Let’s get some distance.”’ 

Scotia overheard the guide bot and nodded. ‘‘I’ll stay with 
you. Patched into your systems now. Damn it. You really 
know how to beat on a plane.’’ 

He watched as her jet descended in front of his. She lit 
afterburners; he did likewise, and they began their retreat to- 
ward the Expediator as three blue lights from Fusion torpedoes 
coruscated off Ben’s port bow. He followed their trajectory 
back toward Shiva. The bombs struck the colossal station dead 
center, and a million horizontal ringlets of fire blossomed yel- 
low near the center, orange at the middle, and red along the 
fringe, while a white-hot orb at the explosion’s center emitted 
halos of its own. The sun, far beyond the station, beyond 
Earth, looked pale by comparison. Ben squinted at the awe- — 
some flare until the horizontal ringlets darkened into trillions 
of gleaming fragments driven out by the reactor’s detonation. 
The blast wave, though moderate by the time it reached them, 
buffeted the ship with the force of a half dozen Concussion 
missiles. Ben turned into the wave and rode it out. When the 
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calm finally settled around the ship, he stared once more at 
the ever-expanding debris. The entire AO around Shiva would 
remain a navigation hazard for months as the fragments slowly 
fell back toward Earth and burned up in her atmosphere. Those 
on the planet would witness a fireworks show unlike any they 
had ever seen. Then, so gradually that no one would notice, 
the balance between starlight and darkness would return. 

**Party’s over,’’ Scotia said. “When we get back, Ill permit 
you the honor of a handshake.’’ The words INCOMING TRANS- 
MISSION blinked below her image. 

**No, [ll permit you the honor,’’ he said, then flashed her 
a grin and broke the link. “‘Computer. Accept incoming.” 

‘Ben?’ Admiral Yitzach raised his brow in surprise. 

**T know. I look like shit.’’ 

‘*You do. Congratulations anyway. I’ve just ordered a clean 
sweep of all remaining drone targets. I’m paying ten thousand 
to the pilot who bags the most. Interested?’’ 

‘*You kidding? It’s about time I earned a paycheck.” He 
switched back to Scotia’s channel. ‘‘Major? Pll catch up with 
you later.’’ He fired thrusters and accelerated toward a wave 
of disoriented Boss mechs that floated a half kilometer below 
the Expediator. He leaned back and targeted the first pair of 
drones. ‘‘Easy money. That’s what I like... .’’ 


31 


And the Stars Begin to Whisper 


Christiani seized Dr. Retolyn’s elbow. ‘“Where 
= are you going, brother?’’ 

The bearded man’s eyes glassed up as he 
lifted his suitcase to his chest. ‘“Christiani? 
What are you doing here in Puuma?’’ | 

Eyeing the crowded shuttleport terminal for effect, Christi- 
ani said, ‘“‘Hoping to catch you before you left.’’ 

Retolyn nervously dragged fingers through his short, oily 
hair. ‘“What’s wrong?’ 

Christiani slapped a palm on the researcher’s shoulder. ‘‘I 
think you know.”’ 

“‘Uh, no, I don’t.’’ Retolyn drew back, out of Christiani’s 
grip, then tossed a look beyond the rows of chairs filled with 
- outbound executives. 

‘Don’t make me say it, brother.”’ 

*““Say what?’’ He suddenly grew outraged. ‘‘Are you ac- 
cusing me of something?’’ 

““We knew we had a traitor among us. At least you were a 
good one. We monitored your hypersignal to Shiva. So you’re 
Operative Five-Seven?’’ Christiani smiled. ‘“Those are my 
lucky numbers.”’ 

**You’re wrong. You’re setting me up.’’ Retolyn’s knuckles 
bulged as he increased his grip on his suitcase. 

*“Back home in Haiti, we have a grass called vetiver. It 
looks like a weed, but we extract oils from it to make the most 
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expensive perfumes. Sometimes we’ ll say she’s vetiver or he’s 
vetiver because appearances are deceiving. But you? You’re 
just a weed. 

Retolyn stole a glance at an exit tunnel at the far end of the 
terminal, shoved his suitcase into Christiani’s face, then 
sprinted away, tripping once over a size-thirteen loafer be- 
longing to a heavyset businessman seated nearby. 

Setting down the suitcase, Christiani stood and watched as 
the wiry researcher reached the tunnel— 

And suddenly froze as Manman darted out from behind the 
silver case of a coffee stand. The little pilot pursed his lips 
and pointed his pistol at Retolyn. 

Christiani hustled over and thrust the suitcase at Retolyn. 
*“You forgot this, brother.”’ 

*“Where are you taking me?’’ 

**To a little informal trial,’’ Christiani said. 

“And then?’’ 

_ **There’s an old rumor about Haitians being cannibals. Have 
you heard it?’’ 

Retolyn drew back his head. ‘“That’s not even funny.”’ 

Manman licked his chops and widened his eyes like a fam- 
ished voodoo priest. ‘‘No, man. It’s not.”’ 

Fighting to contain his chuckle, Christiani draped an arm 
over the researcher’s shoulders. ‘‘Don’t worry, brother. As 
long as you taste good, the Lord will forgive you for what 
you done.’’ He ushered the traitor into the exit tunnel, with 
Manman close behind. 


Two minutes later, they reached the Beagle, and the moment 
they opened the hatch, Ms. Green stood there, looking as 
though she had waited out a hurricane while standing on a 
street corner. ‘“Who are you people? Why have I been locked 
in here? I demand an answer. Take me to Shiva Station.”’ 

Christiani frowned. ‘‘She been eating your cooking, Man- 
man?’’ 

**Yes, man. But don’t blame it on me.”’ 

‘‘Woman,’’ Christiani said, ‘‘what is it?’’ 

‘*T don’t know. I feel like I just woke up. I have a terrible 
headache. What’s going on?’’ 

*“You been a pawn or a victim of food poisoning,’’ Chris- 
tiani said, guiding Retolyn past her and into the hold ‘‘Prob- 
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ably both. Now relax. We going back to Sol.’’ 

*“*Who are you? What’s with the eyes?’’ 

““My name is Christiani. These gold eyes are a statement. 
They mark me as a political exile from my country.’’ 

**And where is that?’’ 

**Haiti.’’ He pointed to a seat. “‘Sit, woman. Lean back. I'll 
tell you about my home... .”’ 


When word of Shiva Station’s destruction had reached Hor- 
_atio Michael Handy, he had quickly contacted his people 
throughout PTMC’s remaining holdings, trying to discover 
whether Dravis had died in the disaster. As far as most knew, 
yes, the interim president had been aboard the station when it 
had exploded. 

The turn of events left Handy in a precarious situation. He 
fled his director’s office and went directly to Novak Corporate 
Prison’s infirmary, where a charming and most beautiful 
young lady beamed at him. ‘‘Hi. I was hoping I could leave 
today.”’ 

“‘T have some disturbing news, Ms. Teora. I’m afraid that 
the CED destroyed Shiva Station. Mr. Dravis was killed.”’ 

*‘Ohmygod.’’ Her hands went reflexively to her belly. 

“‘’'m so sorry. But the pain won’t last long.”’ 

‘How can you say that?’’ 

- Handy could say that because he would simply adjust the 
interface and remove her grief. Dravis had asked him to design 
a unique interface for Ms. Simone Teora, one that would work 
independently of his hybrid transmode virus, one that would 
allow him access to her mind via a handheld remote. It seemed 
rather farcical to control people like electronic appliances, but 
Handy had been paid extraordinarily well, and that had si- 
lenced his objections. 

Now, with Dravis gone, he suddenly felt responsible. What 
to do with Ms. Teora? She had been impregnated. She knew 
she would carry Dravis’s child. Thanks to the interface, she 
already loved the baby, loved Dravis, would do anything for 
him. Pour soul. Should he remove the interface, make her 
aware of the pregnancy, and have her decide a course of ac- 
tion? Then again, Dravis still had loyal associates out there 
who might be privy to his plans. If Handy were to upset those 
plans, Dravis’s people might come for him. And there it was. 
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Good old-fashioned selfishness and self-preservation. To hell 
with Ms. Teora. He would not risk his reputation, his career, 
or his life for her. She would go on, as is. He would keep the 
remote until someone came for it. He would keep close tabs 
on her. But she would have Dravis’s child, live her life, and | 
die without ever knowing. 3 

She looked at him through a lens of tears. ‘“Why?’’ 

Her face reawakened his guilt, and he turned away. ‘“These 
things happen. But don’t worry. You’ll both be all right. I 
promise.’’ 


Class 2 Supervisor Robot #447H hovered in the briefing 
room aboard the Programmers’ flagship carrier. He, Amera, 
and Wise Alien had limped back to the ship after their recon 
vessel had been severely damaged near Valhalla Tower. 447 
had suspected that the Programmers would act rashly in light 
of his failure and had initiated a plan that he and Amera had 
been discussing while back on the moon. 

Wise Alien finally swayed into room after keeping them all 
waiting for nearly an hour. He stared up at the four gangling 
Programmers who hovered in a semicircle, their gray skin 
throbbing and rippling with veins of violet light. Evil Alien 
#1, as 447 had nicknamed him, looked the most agitated, with 
tawny eyes burning brighter than the others. ‘‘Before we sac- 
rifice you to Borheejan, you old fool, tell us exactly how you 
failed us.”’ 

‘*T didn’t fail you,’’ Wise Alien said, raising an oversized 
arm. ‘“They had a second drive. I don’t know where or how 
they obtained it.’’ 

*‘And you failed to destroy it. Now the humans will use 
our technology and destroy themselves before we can properly 
sacrifice them to Borheejan.”’ 

‘*Yo, dude, I gotta say something.’’ 477 floated beside Wise 
Alien. ‘‘It’s not like the humans will off themselves overnight. 
Know what? The pilot who’s using our drive seems well aware 
of its power. I watched him during our engagement. He used 
the system conservatively—’’ 

‘‘Which is probably why he defeated you,’’ Evil Alien fin- 
ished. ‘‘Frank, do you know the damage this pilot can cause?’’ 

447 snickered. ‘‘One pilot? You kidding?’’ ) 

‘*With his intuition, with his gut feelings, he can maneuver 
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through our defenses and bring down this entire arma 

‘‘Two thousand ships against one? Dude, you are way too 
paranoid.”’ 

**You don’t understand how we think, how we live, how 
we fight. You have no conception.”’ 

“*Tell you the truth, I don’t really care. You’re worried 
about this pilot with the drive? Send me back out with a drone 
who absorbed Sierra Taurus’s brain data. We’ll outfly that bas- 
tard, and I'll bring back the drive.’’ 

*“Your assurances have grown old, and your plan won’t 
work. We don’t know if the humans are already reproducing 
the drive. You might bring back one, but others could exist. 
The humans are already on the path of self-destruction. We 
have to attack before that happens. We must attack swiftly, 
decisively.”’ 
 *"We’re not ready for that,’’ Wise Alien said. ‘‘We 
must—’’ 

‘*__study them more?’’ Evil Alien finished. ‘‘Or develop a 
new strain of the virus as Frank suggested? I doubt that whip- 
ping our drones into a frenzy will help much. They’ll have 
their orders and must obey. I say we attack. If we fail to act 
now, then we simply fail.”’ 

Wise Alien threw up his hands. ““Then attack. Take us 
where we have never wanted to go. We could have brought 
them down without facing them. We didn’t need to use their 
drones. A biological weapon would have been much more 
efficient.”’ 

**And would have rendered the planet useless,’’ Evil Alien 
snapped. ‘“We’ve been through these old arguments. We’re 
wasting time.”’ 

‘“‘We should have spent time developing a weapon that 
would serve both our purposes,’’ Wise Alien spat. 7 
‘“Why do you have such a problem with facing them?’’ 447 

asked Evil Alien. ‘“Why do you keep so distant?’ — 

‘Despite a few rogues among us,’’ Evil Alien began, lifting 
his narrow chin in Wise Alien’s direction, ‘‘we’re simply a 
shy people. We worship velocity and the solitude that it cre- 
ates.”’ 

‘*Dude, that’s pretty whacked out. I don’t really get the 
relationship between speed and solitude, but I'll run with you. 
And the more I think about, the more I like this ‘attack now’ 
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idea. The company and the military have just had a major 
skirmish. There’s political unrest throughout the system. De- 
fenses on both sides have been weakened. And maybe we 
don’t need a new virus to inspire the drones. I can do that 
myself.”’ . 

‘*T thought you were here to help,’’ Wise Alien said darkly. 

447 thought a shrug. ‘“When you’re right, you’re right.’’ 
He sailed in front of the group. ‘“Gentlemen, I have number 
of ideas on how to kick their asses.”’ 

‘*And I have a number of ideas on how to save ours,’’ Evil 
Alien said. He turned to Wise Alien, and a beam of violet 
energy shot from his throat and struck the old Programmer’s 
head. Wise Alien dropped to the deck, writhing, shivering, and 
producing a squeal that unnerved 447. Then the old Program- 
mer simply shook so violently that he vanished. 

‘*‘What did you do?’’ 447 asked. 

‘*T removed the dark matter from his body; then I sent him 
home to the ruins of our past,’’ Evil Alien explained. ‘‘And 
now I will remove the dark matter from your mechanical 
frame. Unfortunately, you will feel no pain. You will simply 
cease to function.”’ 

‘‘Before you do that, listen carefully. I have some friends 
on the bridge who control life support systems. If I die, theyll 
switch off systems in this ship and every other. We can kill 
your entire race with a thought. Go ahead. Link with the oth- 
ers. I’m not shitting you. And that, gentlemen, is power. But 
don’t get all purple and pissed off on me. I won’t kill you— 
unless you forget who’s in charge. We’re going to divide the 
armada and simultaneously attack outlying systems as well as 
Sol. But we’ll do that with my plan and on my order.’’ 447 
wished the aliens knew how to twist up their faces in shock 
instead staring blankly at him. But as he swam through their 
thoughts, he knew he had evoked a fear stronger than any they 
had ever known. All of them had absorbed human brain data, 
but none knew true fear until now. ‘‘Know what you dudes 
need? You need a God who’s tangible. And hey, I’m right 
here...” 


The Material Defender flexed his steel jaw as he surveyed 
the wreckage of Shiva Station displayed on his comm monitor. 
He had dialed up IPC channel 288 to watch the report. He 
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wanted to smile over his timely decision to quit working for 
the PTMC. The thought would have to suffice. 

‘*They finally blew it to hell. Took them long enough.”’ 

He looked over his shoulder at the man. standing at the edge 
of the access tube. ‘‘Military always was slow.”’ 

‘‘Watch that, mister. I might be a wanted man, but [ still 
respect those people.’’ Paul Ornowski had once been a Marine 
Corps lieutenant colonel. He would never stop being an ass- 
hole. 

*‘Speaking of people, where the hell are yours?’’ The de- 
fender’s gaze panned the stars as the ship settled into a polar 
orbit around Pluto. 

“‘They’ll be here. And I’m sure that once they see the drive, 
_ they’ll make the deal.”’ 

“‘Remember: They’re not buying it—only the time to study 
it. Anyone double-crosses me, I take it out on you.’’ 

‘“Whoa, think back, pretty boy. You came to me. I got the 
connections with the CED. You got jack. Have I screwed you 
before?’’ 

*“You did by ruining your career with Corps. Bio- 
processing chips? What a joke. I lost a lot of work because of 
that.”’ 

**Oh, I think this deal will make it up to you. Besides, 

-you’re a black ops specialist. You’ll never run out of work.”’ 

*‘Warning. Jump sphere in operational perimeter,’’ the com- 
puter said. 

Ornowski pointed. ‘“That’s them.”’ 

The Material Defender glanced casually to starboard. But 
that was no military exec ship jumping into the system— 

Two massive battlefortresses and twenty or thirty support 
ships materialized in the distance. The defender recognized the 
alloy and geometric designs. ‘‘Oh, man. Mech ships. A fleet. 
They got a fleet? Computer. Initiate emergency jump. Now!’’ 

‘Initiating jump presequence override. Warpcore en- 
gaged.”’ 

“*They’re launching smaller ships,’’ Ornowski said as doz- 
ens of flat, black triangles spewed from the carriers. ‘“They’re 
probably fighters. Aw, shit. They’ve spotted us.”’ 

The defender stared at the encroaching squadrons as the 
jump sphere swept over the Pyro. Space blurred. Feelers of 
white energy crisscrossed the view. 
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- “Jump sphere breached,’’ the computer said. ieee 

malfunction. Initiating emergency stasis 

“*It’s gonna freeze us?’’ Ornowski cried. ‘‘It can’t freeze 
us. Not now!”’ 

‘“Too late,”’ the Material Defender said as thick, blue stasis 
_gas blasted into the cockpit. He closed his eyes and waited for 
the long, cold sleep: Something jolted the ship. 

‘*Tractor beam detected. Do you wish to activate anti-track 
system?’’ the computer asked. 

He wanted to say yes. Wanted to. But ice flooded into his 
veins, and the whispers of the dead urged him into darkness. 


Ben and Megan lay on a blanket, on the sand behind his 
parents’ house near the Elysium Channels. They stared up at 
the Martian night sky, grateful for the beauty and quiet of the 
moment. Strangely enough, it had been Megan’s idea to go 
outside. He had balked because he remembered those nights 
with Elizabeth in the very same yard. And those nights had 
recently been on his mind. He wondered if Megan had noticed 
him staring at the yard during dinner. He would never tell her 
about his nights with Elizabeth. Or maybe he should. 

*“You grew up in this house, right?’’ she asked. 

**I was born in New York. We moved when I was little. I 
spent most of my life here.’’ 

"This i is what does it, Ben. This . 

**What?’’ 

“I finally figured it out. What we want. What will work for 
us. We just need a sense of balance in our lives. A home will 
give us that. We need a home.”’ 

‘‘A home? Last time I checked, we were both unem- 
ployed.”’ 

*‘We’ll get work. The company’s restructuring, and the 
CED might even take you back. I’m not worried about that. 
We need a sense of place. I want to reach down, grab the 
sand, and know I belong to it. Maybe that’s just the orphan 
in me; I don’t know. But it’s what I need. I think it’s what 
we both need.”’ 

‘‘Maybe you’re right. I used to think my home was here. 
Or my home was with the Corps. Or my home was up there, 
flying.”’ 
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‘“Too many forces are pulling on you. We need to find a 
place we can call home.”’ 

*‘Are we too young to settle down?’’ 
**Are we too old?’’ 

He grinned. ‘‘Sounds like you want to get married.”’ 

*‘Are you proposing?”’ 

**Are you?’’ 

She pulled back and faced him, her eyes awash in starlight. 
“Tm not the only woman you’ve had here. And you’ve al- 
ready been burned. I can’t promise you that won’t happen 
again. But we have to do something that will bring us together. 
So much has come between us. I’m tired of fighting.”’ 

“‘Okay,’’ he said, leaning in to kiss her. ‘‘I surrender.”’ 
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teaches composition, creative writing, and scrip- 
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In DESCENT™ , former space Marine Benjamin St. John took on 
an army of virus-mad mechs for the Post Terran Mining Corporation... 
and survived. In DESCENT™: STEALING THUNDER, he invaded 

an alien stronghold on a suicidal fool’s mission...and emerged 
triumphant. But this time, it’s personal... 


EQUINOX 


With the galaxy exploding all around him and humanity itself in 
jeopardy, Pyro-jockey Ben St. John knows who the real enemy 
is—the traitor who cost Ben his wife and his future; the 
megalomaniac who sent him off to die and reduced him to a 
galactic renegade with no allies except a handful of star- 
Wanderers and misfits; the undisputed power behind the most 
awesome corporate entity in the solar system...and beyond: 
his former employer, Samuel Dravis of the Post Terran Mining 
Corporation. 


“ 


Dravis doesn’t Want much. Only the universe and its vast, 
inexhaustible wealth. And now he’s taking no prisoners— 
unleashing a terrible new generation of Weaponry and viruses; 
letting loose an unstoppable private army of drones dedicated 
to doing his dark bidding; and mastering an indefensible 
system of mind control that will make his defeat all but 
impossible. In other words, taking Dravis down is the perfect 
job for Ben St. John, who wants his foe’s head and has 
absolutely nothing left to lose. From the lethal-labyrinths of 
Mars’ Red Acropolis Research Facility to the unseen terrors of 
the Sirius System, Ben’s ready to plow through all of his 
enemu’s impregnable defenses—just to prove to Dravis that old 
Marines don’t fade away...they keep getting in your face! 


A NOVEL OF NONSTOP PYROTECHNICS BASED ON THE 
#1 BESTSELLING COMPUTER GAME FROM 


BY GAMERS. FOR GAMERS.™ 
www.avonbooks.com 
ISBN 0-380-79308-3 


79308 


mm U.S.$5.99 | 
CAN.$7.99 o ""771001"00599!'" 5 


